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1. INTRODUCTION 

What is the CoP The CoP Practitioner’s Guide presents information in the same order that 
Practitioner’s you should follow as you roll out communities of practice in your 
Guide?	 organization. For example, Section 2 discusses how to create a community, 

Section 3 discusses how to create and capture knowledge, Section 4 
discusses how to build a knowledgebase, and Section 5 discusses how to 
sustain your community over time. 

The following graphic depicts the recommended flow from “setting the 
stage” through sustaining communities over time and illustrates the “bridge” 
between the KM Guidebook and the CoP Practitioner’s Guide. The 
document section numbers are denoted within each box, respectively. 

KM Guidebook CoP Practitioner’s Guide 
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Why is NAVSEA 
interested in 
communities of 
practice? 

“Have you ever thought: "I know someone in NAVSEA has completed this 
type of task before. I just don't know who…?" Communities of Practice 
provide the best means for enabling organizations to share knowledge 
Enterprise-wide. Organizations are strengthened through an improved 
network of contacts and better results. Individuals benefit through peer-
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A structure for 
collaboration 

Who should use 
this Guide? 

Companion 
document to the 
KM Guidebook 
and DoN KCO 
Toolkit 

The KM 
Guidebook is a 
sister document 

Scan margins for 
quick reference 

Look for 
embedded “tips” 

group recognition and continuous learning.”1 

Communities of Practice (CoPs) are a key element of NAVSEA’s strategy 
for evolving a knowledge enterprise. CoPs offer a collaboration structure 
that facilitates the creation and transfer of knowledge. The CoP 
Practitioner’s Guide is designed to help emerging communities build and 
sustain evolving, meaningful forums for creating, storing, and transferring 
knowledge. 

The CoP Practitioner’s Guide is intended for anyone who is interested in 
starting to share knowledge – whether you wish to build upon existing, 
informal, working networks or whether you are building a new community 
from the ground up. The CoP Practitioner’s Guide is offered as a tool rather 
than a mandate – it is up to you to “pick and choose” what pieces of the 
process will help you launch a viable community, create relevant 
knowledge, build a knowledgebase, or provide “care and feeding” for your 
community’s growth. 

Though a stand-alone tool, the Practitioner’s Guide builds upon, and is 
intended to be, a companion to the Department of the Navy’s Knowledge-
Centric Organization (KCO) Toolkit. Rather than repackage this Toolkit, in 
some instances, the reader is referred to specific areas in the DoN KCO 
Toolkit for supplemental information. 

As discussed, the CoP Practitioner’s Guide is also a companion document to 
NAVSEA Knowledge Management (KM) Guidebook [under development 
as of May 2001]. The KM Guidebook is intended to provide an 
introduction to the business value of KM, NAVSEA’s strategy for 
implementing knowledge management, KM’s role in NAVSEA, 
suggestions for assessing organizational readiness for KM initiatives, 
strategies for identifying and qualifying candidate communities as well as 
canned briefings about knowledge management. 

An information mapping approach was used to write the Practitioner’s 
Guide. Along the margins, the reader will find pointers to information 
contained in the associated paragraph. The structure allows a reader to 
easily scan a page to find relevant information. 

Each section represents a phase of a community’s evolution. The 
Practitioner’s Guide is intended to provide a “how to” approach rather than 
a “what is” approach. The sections include “tips” for Community Leaders, 
Core Group members, facilitators, and community members; key tasks and 
products; and tools, e.g., analytic techniques and sample agendas. 

1 DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA VI, OpsCenter Alpha, Version 1a. 
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2. GETTING STARTED – HOW TO CREATE A COMMUNITY 

PURPOSE	 OK – so how do you start? How do you translate this concept of 
“community” into a functioning body that provides value to its members 
and the enterprise? How do you facilitate a group of individuals, possibly 
from different organizations, backgrounds, and locations, into a viable, 
living source of relevant knowledge that members can tap into? This 
transformation – from concept to a working reality – is the goal of this 
section. 

EXPECTED • A clear understanding of the roles and responsibilities involved in a 
OUTCOMES community 

• A community identity 
• A foundation for community activities 

PRODUCT(S) •	 An established collaborative work environment (instant messenger, 
chat, email, Corporate Document Management System (CDMS) 
work space, facilities, community experience locator, etc.) 

• An orientation workshop for community members 
• An assessment of community viability 

KEY TASKS 1. Conduct core planning 
2. Prepare for initial community workshop 
3. Host initial community workshop 
4. Check community progress 
5. Build Community Experience Locator 

Key Task 1: The Core Group (working group of key community members) needs to 
Conduct Core conduct a meeting to determine what building blocks must be in place to 
Planning launch a community. This section addresses the following building blocks 

as agenda items for a Core Group planning meeting: 

• Community Identity 
• Community Type 
• Community Roles and Responsibilities 
• Community Membership 
• Collaborative Work Environment 

Each of these areas is discussed in detail. Additionally, a sample core 
planning agenda is provided as a tool at the end of this section. 

It is essential that those individuals who participated in the community’s 
originating session(s) – sessions that identified the communities critical 
knowledge needs, attend this planning meeting as well. The community’s 
Functional Sponsor, Community Leader, and Facilitator should also be in 
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attendance (if not included in the originating group). (See Community and 
Corporate Roles and Responsibilities located at the end of this section for a 
detailed description of the Functional Sponsor, and Community Leader). 

Lay the 
groundwork 

Understanding 
the intent of the 
Community 

Agenda Item: Create Community Identity 

One building block for working together is a collective understanding, or 
identity, for the community. The identity should address the communities 
purpose, how the community supports the NAVSEA Mission and Goals, 
how the community determines whether or not it is adding value, what 
members need from the community, and what cultural norms or conventions 
will be honored. (See Key Task 3 for more details.) 

To save community member time, the Core Group may choose to develop a 
strawman model that addresses community identity and purpose. By 
investing some time upfront the Core Group develops the community 
identity, which will be used during the initial community workshop. 
Conversely, the community may best be served by fleshing out these ideas 
itself – the exercise of “thinking collaboratively” may begin to form a 
shared sense of community among members. 

In either approach, the collective identity will be a useful tool when trying 
to generate interest and membership in the community. 

Tip: if the Core Group chooses a strawman model approach, it must be 
open to a change in direction once presented to the community – try to 
avoid “pride of ownership.” 

Agenda Item: Types of Communities 

A collective understanding of the intent of the community is useful in 
further clarifying the identity and purpose of the community. KM subject 
matter expert Richard McDermott, (McDermott & Company) has identified 
four types of communities. 

1. Helping Communities provide a forum for community members to help 
each other solve everyday work problems. 
2. Best Practice Communities develop and disseminate best practices, 
guidelines, and procedures for their members use. 
3. Knowledge Stewarding Communities organize, manage, and steward a 
body of knowledge from which community members can draw. 
4. Innovation Communities create breakthrough ideas, knowledge and 
practices. 

Determining the primary intent for a community will help to determine how 
the community will be organized in terms of key activities that it will 

Getting Started 2 page 4 May 2001 



What roles are 
played in a 
community? 

Who should be 
included in the 
community? 

Without 
members, there is 
no community 

Participation 
should not be 
mandated 

What makes a 
good member? 

CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

undertake, community structure, and leadership roles. Although 
communities may serve more than one of these purposes most communities 
focus on one type and develop their structure with that specific intent in 
mind.2 

Agenda Item: Clarify Roles and Responsibilities 

Communities may be supported by “corporate” roles that provide resources 
and infrastructure support, or the community may provide these roles 
internal to its own community. Useful community roles include a 
Functional Sponsor, a Core Group, a Community Leader, a Facilitator, and a 
Logistics Coordinator. These roles are useful when getting a community up 
and running, creating and maintaining tools to foster collaboration, planning 
community events, creating or capturing knowledge, sharing knowledge, 
and providing continued focus and support. Typical community and 
“corporate” roles and responsibilities are provided at the end of this section. 

Agenda Item: Identify Community Members 

Anyone who wants to participate should be welcome at community events. 
Notwithstanding, it is recommended that prospective community members – 
individuals who could learn from each other and have a stake in the 
community’s success – be identified and cultivated. Consider positions in 
the organization who could contribute and benefit from sharing knowledge 
about their roles. 

The essence of a community is its members. Membership is voluntary 
rather than prescribed. Members are self-organizing and participate because 
they get value from their participation. 

The Core Group and the Community Leader should personally invite 
prospective members to the initial community workshop and subsequent 
forums until the community takes on momentum. When encouraging 
participation, emphasize that this is not another task force or project team. 
Communities do not have task plans or deliverables. Stress that 
membership is voluntary and individuals are encouraged to participate only 
if they see the community purpose to be meaningful and believe they could 
gain from or contribute to the community. 

Good members embrace and appreciate diversity of thought and perspective 
and are key thought leaders. 

Tip: A technique for identifying those individuals in your organization that 

2 Building and Sustaining Communities of Practice – Final Report American Productivity & Quality Center 2000, 
p.24 
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“connect” the informal networks already operating in your organization is 
social networking and knowledge flow diagramming. “Looking at a 
network of relationships can help you to identify the integrators, or the 
employees who are seen by many as experts or who are trusted as an 
information source. Recruiting such individuals [for your community] will 
make your communication effort easier, as these people have a wide reach 
in the informal communication network of the organization.”3 

Tip: An alternative technique would be to use the Knowledge Needs Supply 
Mapping [technique] to identify thought and opinion leaders in your 
organization. A discussion of this technique is provided as a tool at the end 
of this section. 

Publicize Tip: The Core Group could “write a short article for publication in 

commencement internal magazines or bulletins, describing the outcomes of community 

of new interaction and what the community sees as the next milestone in its 

communities – development. This public declaration can set up a creative tension that will 

stress benefits for help motivate the community to advance.”4


members


Agenda Item: Define Collaborative Work Environment 

The community will need an operational environment in which to 
collaborate. The Core Group will need to identify what mechanisms are 
available and can be put in place. 

How will 
members work 
together? 

NAVSEA has established the Corporate Document Management System 
(CDMS) as the Command standard for document management, workflow, 
and shared workspace. However, we recognize that CDMS is not available 
to everyone. If your community requires a collaborative workspace and you 
do not have access to CDMS contact the NAVSEA CIO Office. Section 4, 
Building the Knowledgebase, provides detailed steps for establishing file 
structures and workspace content and maintenance procedures. The 
NAVSEA CIO’s office will assist in developing necessary interfaces to 
CDMS. 

Another possibility is the use of chat room and instant messaging 
capabilities. Whatever collaboration tools the community uses, if they are 
to be operated across the organizational or network security boundaries, 
their operation must comply with the Navy’s Firewall Policy, as articulated 
in the NMCI NIPRNet Baseline Configuration Document 5, and with the 

3 DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA II, OpsCenter Delta, Version 1a. 
4 DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA VI, OpsCenter Charlie, Version 1a. 
5 NMCI NIPRNet Baseline Configuration 
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DoD Mobile Code Policy6.  These policies are established to ensure that 
DoD information and the systems that handle it are protected from denial of 
service and computer virus attacks, as well as from unauthorized attempts to 
modify, disclose or destroy the information. 

The Community Leader will also need to arrange for meeting rooms. 
Depending on membership, video conferencing may also be required. 

Key Task 2: 
Prepare for 
Initial 
Community 
Workshop 

Let Core Group 
establish 
themselves as 
members – not 
directors 

An email 
invitation could 
easily be lost in 
the shuffle 

First and foremost, the goal of the initial community workshop should be to 
engage member interests and stimulate continued involvement – not 
increase workload for the members. The first workshop should also serve to 
begin building relationships among members. Careful planning can help 
ensure the success of the initial community workshop. 

Develop Agenda for Orientation Workshop 

The agenda for the initial workshop should include at least the following. A 
sample agenda is provided as a tool at the end of this section. 

• Solidify community identity 
• Clarify community intent 
• Begin building relationships (exercise) 
• Clarify roles 
•	 Provide overview of methods to create, capture, and share 

knowledge 
•	 Provide overview of how selected tools, e.g., CDMS, may be used to 

further community goals 
• Identify highest priority knowledge needs 
• Identify next steps to satisfy specific knowledge needs 

The Functional Sponsor should join the workshop to welcome members, 
encourage participation, and spark dialogue. 

Tip: Consider facilitator services for at least the initial community 
workshop – the Facilitator should be involved in planning this community 
orientation and should assist in developing the agenda. 

Tip: Just sending an email invitation to prospective members is not enough. 
The Core Group and the Community Leader must reach out, in person or by 
telephone, to begin building personal relationships. Personal invitations 
provide an opportunity to distinguish the community from other requests for 

6 DoD CIO Policy Memorandum, “Policy Guidance for Use of Mobile Code Technologies in DoD Information 
Systems,” 7 November 2000. 
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Don’t burden 
members with 
“administrivia” 

Give them a 
reason to keep 
coming 

Optimum 
location is critical 

What supplies 
will you need? 

time – to stress what the individual can gain from the experience. 

Tip: The community should be free to focus on its purpose – building its 
knowledgebase. This can’t be overstated. What you don’t want is for the 
community to get “turned off” by procedural or administrative duties before 
it even starts. 

Tip: To jump start the community, invite a guest speaker to share a best 
practice/innovation in an area of particular interest to the community. 

The optimum location for a workshop is off site so that interruptions can be 
controlled. The most successful arrangements for the room include a U-
shaped table for participant seating with a Facilitator table in the front for 
projection equipment and Facilitator supplies. 

The room size should reflect the number of team members. If a room is too 
small, people will feel cramped and trapped. If a room is too large, 
intimacy will be difficult to establish. 

If using flip charts, solid, smooth walls are required for posting and 
maintaining the group memory – discussions and decisions made by the 
group and documented on flip chart paper. Electronic means, e.g., 
electronic whiteboards, to capture group memory would also be useful. 

•	 Three or four easel boards with extra pads of papers (one for each 
possible subgroup). 

• Markers 
• Masking tape 
• Name tents 
• Access to a copier/printer 
• Laptop 

Key Task 3: The initial community workshop presents a one-time opportunity to engage 
Host Initial member interest. As they say, “first impressions are the most lasting.” This 
Community orientation should convince members that leadership is ready to invest in 
Workshop the community, that the Command respects and values community 

members’ time, and that participation in the community will serve its 
individual members as well as NAVSEA. 

A sample agenda is provided as a tool at the end of this section. The 
following tips for a successful workshop are cross-referenced to the 
appropriate agenda item. 
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Agenda Item: Provide a Guest Speaker 

An interview may Consider conducting an interview with your guest speaker rather than 
generate more having them deliver a formal briefing. Not only will this approach to 
interest than a knowledge exchange more closely resemble the desired “give and take” of 
canned briefing community interactions, it will also demonstrate a useful community 

technique for gathering knowledge. 

Members of the Core Group should serve as provocateurs. Interview 
questions designed to stimulate interesting dialogue should be prepared. 

Tip: Have some questions on hand to spark dialogue during the question 
and answer period. 

Tip: A good learning technique is for the group to collectively list the key 
or salient points surfaced during the guest speaker’s presentation or 
interview. This serves to reinforce concepts. Key points should be posted 
on a flip chart and recorded as a possible new knowledge nugget for 
posting in the shared workspace. A variation might be to hold this exercise 
until the end of the workshop and summarize key points learned throughout 
the workshop. 

Agenda Item: Solidify Community Identity 

Community identity has several components and each needs to be clarified 
and agreed upon, including: common purpose, relationships, success 
criteria, and norms for interacting. 

A community is a The first workshop is a good opportunity to begin the process of building 
network of 
relationships 

A common 
purpose unifies 
and creates a 
sense of urgency 

person-to-person relationships among members. It is the human 
relationships that will sustain the community over time and provide a sense 
of reciprocity and obligation among each other. To foster this, it is 
suggested that a relationship building exercise be included in the initial and 
subsequent workshops. A sample exercise is provided as a tool at the end of 
this section. Additional exercises can be found as tools in Section 3, 
Creating Knowledge. 

The best way to unify a community is for its members to share a common 
purpose. “A community’s purpose should be centered around knowledge 
areas that carry a sense of urgency and incite people's passion…the purpose 
should be directly connected to the challenges its members face in their 
work.”7  The purpose must be directly aligned with the Command’s strategy 
and mission. 

7 DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA VI, OpsCenter Alpha and OpsCenter Charlie, Version 1a. 
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Success criteria It is essential that the community realize that it is responsible for 
guide community determining its success – not enterprise leaders. Members must set their 
evolution own success criteria for two reasons: “it raises the sense of ownership in the 

CoP and…when individuals develop their own performance measures, more 
demanding targets are set.”8 

Some general success criteria are provided in the DoN KCO Toolkit (see 
OPAREA VI, OpsCenter Delta) – here are a few examples: 

• Sustained mutual relationships 
• Quick mobilization for discussion 
• Shared methodology 
• Rapid flow of information and fostering of innovation 
• Acknowledged participant base 
•	 Knowledge of what others know, what they do, and how they 

contribute 
• Mutually defined identities 
• Ability to assess appropriateness of actions and products 
• CoP developed (or sustained) tools, language, and definitions 
• Open communication channels 

Here are some other possible success criteria: 

• Satisfaction of specific knowledge goals 
• Reduction in hours needed to solve problems 
• Drop in rework 
• Number of innovative/breakthrough ideas 
• Member satisfaction survey results 
• Transfer of best practices from one member to another 
•	 Adoption of best practices or innovations that were “not invented 

here” 
• Less redundancy of effort among members 
• Avoidance of costly mistakes 
• Quantitative measures 
• Success stories 

A starter kit for The Department of Navy (DoN) Chief Information Officer (CIO) has begun 
performance work on a starter kit to assist knowledge management practitioners in 
measurement is measuring the performance of KM projects. Though designed broadly for 
on the way knowledge management projects, it may provide useful insights for 

communities of practice. This starter kit also serves as a companion 
document to the DoN KCO Toolkit. 

8 DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA VI, OpsCenter Charlie, Version 1a. 
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A word on 
quantitative 
measures 

Leverage existing 
metrics – use 
available baseline 
data 

Anecdotes, or 
stories, can be 
more powerful 
than numbers 

Link to business 
objectives 

“Quantitative measures are most valuable when they are tracked over time 
and compared against a baseline recorded at the start of the initiative. For 
this reason, it is advisable to try to leverage existing measures if possible. 
Metrics are particularly important to KM because a KM return on 
investment often takes significant time to appear. Putting a KM program in 
effect will impact other business processes as the organization learns to use 
and leverage the new KM capabilities. This “acculturation” to KM can take 
18 to 36 months in some cases. According to GartnerGroup, a leading 
technology research and advisory group, “in no case should a KM program 
be expected to show a return on investment in less than 12 months.”9 

For example, if one of the organizational goals is to improve customer 
satisfaction, there should already be an existing baseline metric for customer 
satisfaction. The KM initiative should leverage the process already in place 
to track customer satisfaction in order to track and observe progress towards 
the goal. 10 

“A story about how knowledge was leveraged in the organization to 
achieve value does two things. First, it creates an interesting context around 
which to remember the measure being described. Second, it educates the 
reader or listener about alternative methods that they themselves might 
employ to achieve similar results, thus helping to “spread the word” about 
the KM program and speed up the cultural change…qualitative measures 
such as stories, anecdotes, and lessons learned often fulfill one of the 
primary benefits of KM measurement: allocation of resources and support to 
your KM pilot project.”11 

It is critical that a community be able to link its purpose to specific business 
drivers or objectives of the organization. By establishing this link, the 
community can demonstrate direct value to the organization. 

For example, one of the Norfolk Naval Shipyard’s strategic goals might be 
to improve customer satisfaction. Let’s assume for this example that 
reducing cycle times will improve customer satisfaction. Additionally, 
reducing cycle times will produce cost savings and an improvement in on-
time delivery. 

Let’s also say that the Norfolk Naval Shipyard figures out a way to reduce 
the time it takes to complete a frequent, routine maintenance action. The 
shipyard maintenance community uses that knowledge to adopt the same 

9 “CEO Update: Measuring the Success of Enterprise Knowledge Management,” F. Caldwell. GartnerGroup. 

December 13, 2000.

10 Conklin, Dr. Jeff, Burns, Kathryn, & Hanley, Sue, draft “KM Measurement Guide, Starter Kit for Measuring 

Performance in DON Knowledge Management Projects,” pg. 5, GDSS, Inc.:V4.1.

11 ibid., pg. 8
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For more 
information on 
performance 
metrics 

Norms help keep 
a community 
connected 

practice at all the yards, thus reducing cycle time for that maintenance 
action. The reduction in maintenance cycle time also produces dollar 
savings. 

If the business goal were to improve customer satisfaction, the transfer of 
knowledge in this instance was successful in contributing to that goal. 
Further, this example shows how an organization can use communities to 
leverage knowledge across the organization. 

The community may want to explore other ways to measure its contribution 
to achievement of strategic objectives. Both the DoN KCO Toolkit and the 
starter kit may provide a source of additional relevant information on how to 
best develop performance metrics for your community. 

When people work together or sit close enough to interact daily, they 
naturally build a connection – they find commonality in the problems they 
face, see the value of each other’s ideas, build trust, and create a common 
etiquette or set of norms on how to interact. It simply emerges from their 
regular contact. When building more “intentional” communities, it is 
tempting to jump right to “official community business” before the 
community has had time to form. During community events, allow some 
time for “technical schmoozing” allowing members to share immediate 
work problems and to begin helping each other. 

Although norms will evolve over time, some initial conventions can easily 
be discussed and possibly adopted by the community in the initial 
workshop. Here are some examples. 

• Relevant information will be shared as soon as possible 
• One conversation at a time during discussions 
• Member preferences for regular meeting times, places, etc. 
•	 Frequency of events (schedule or standard—2nd Wednesday of every 

month) 
•	 An “open meeting” policy – with few exceptions, anyone can attend 

any meeting 
•	 All planned workshops should have an agenda – each agenda should 

provide for standard points of discussion, e.g., action item 
assignment and tracking 

• How to identify areas of interest for evolving agenda items 
• Use of facilitators 
•	 When documentation is desired and how the community will ensure 

its preparation; perhaps a role that rotates amongst members 

Tip: Once the community agrees to its “identity,” this message should be 
posted in the workspace as a “welcome” to prospective members. 
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Member 
agreement on 
knowledge needs 
is key to 
continued 
involvement 

How will we 
transform a 
knowledge need 
into a knowledge 
nugget? 

Open members’ 
minds to the 
possibilities of 
collaborative 
work tools 

Tip: Attendees at the workshop should be polled to identify individuals who 
could benefit from and contribute to the community’s knowledgebase. 

Agenda Item: Prioritize Knowledge Needs 

The community must have a shared understanding about what knowledge it 
needs. Although the proceeding analyses identified needed knowledge, 
skills, and information (KSIs), it is wise to build consensus around which 
KSIs are most critical to community members. The community should 
prioritize its knowledge needs. 

Tip: In a large group, an effective prioritization method is multi-voting. 
Allow each member to cast five votes based on what they believe to be the 
five highest priorities (not allowed to cast more than one vote on any one 
item). This will quickly identify where there is the most energy and urgency. 

Tip: Another prioritization technique is to build consensus on decision 
criteria, e.g., mission need, safety, cost, and risk. Once consensus is 
reached on the criteria, the prioritization of knowledge against mutually 
agreed to criteria will foster commitment and build ownership of the 
community process. 

Agenda Item: Plan of Action 

Once the top knowledge needs have been agreed to, the community should 
decide how it wishes to approach satisfying these needs. For example, “will 
the community conduct a search to acquire needed knowledge? would a 
“problem solving session” produce the needed knowledge?” (See Section 3, 
Creating Knowledge, for suggested techniques.) A plan of action should 
address the “who, what, and when” of how the knowledge need will be 
satisfied. 

Agenda Item: Collaborative Environment 

This agenda item is intended to provide members with an overview of 
available collaborative technology. The goal is not to provide hands on 
training; but rather, to explore collaborative tools and how they can be used 
to promote member interactions with each other and the knowledgebase. 

The second aspect of this is to better understand members’ level of exposure 
or proficiency with potential tools to better target their needs for training 
and access. The discussion may include how the NAVSEA CIO Office can 
help the communities’ fund and use tools. 
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Tip: Though critical to future activities, this is a section that may be slipped 
to a second workshop agenda. 

Schedule the next Agenda Item: Wrap Up

community forum 

before you wrap To close the session, the community should agree to some next steps – at 

for the day least enough to confirm a date for the next session and suggested agenda 


items. 

Tip: If action items are identified, the Core Group should volunteer for as 
many as possible – the Core Group should be seen as a resource for the 
community, not the other way around. 

Tip: In closing, conduct a roundtable (where each participant shares their 
thoughts – whatever is on their minds) to solicit gut reaction, initial 
reservations, enthusiasm, etc. Be sure to listen rather than defend. 

Key Task 4: 
Check 
Community 
Progress 

The Community Leader and Core Group should do a quick progress check 
after the community’s first event to ensure the community is on the road to 
success. The answer to each of the following questions should be “yes.” 
Questions where the answer is “no” present a potential barrier to the 
community’s success. For each identified barrier, a solution should be 
developed and implemented. 

1.	 Does the community have a common purpose – is the purpose 
compelling to leadership, prospective members, and their functional 
managers? 

2. Is the common purpose aligned with the NAVSEA strategy? 
3.	 Is the right sponsorship in place – a respected leader who is willing 

to contribute to the community? 
4.	 Does the Functional Sponsor(s) agree with the community’s scope, 

purpose, and membership? 
5.	 Are Core Group members and the Community Leader strong, 

content experts, enthusiastic, and able to develop the community? 
6.	 Do members’ functional managers agree that “time away from the 

job” is valuable? 
7.	 Do we have the right content experts to provide perspective and 

meaning in our membership? 
8. Is there a shared space and context for dialogue, advice, and work? 
9. Do we have enough members to keep the community alive? 
10. Are collaborative tools in place? Are members “set” to use them? 
11. Are needed resources, e.g., meeting rooms, VTC, participation in 

conferences, travel dollars, conference fees, etc., available? 

Getting Started 2 page 14 May 2001 



CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

The list is provided as a tool at the end of this section. 

Lessons learned A second valuable exercise for the Core Group and/or Community Leader 
provide valuable would be to have a “lessons learned” discussion to evaluate how well the 
insight initial workshop went. This information will be useful to improving the 

community’s next event, but also, will be beneficial to the next time a new 
community is initiated. A sample form for collecting lessons learned is 
provided as a tool at the end of this section. 

Tip: A variation might be for the community to complete this exercise in 
lieu of a roundtable. 

Key Task 5: Another useful tool for rapidly getting the “right” information to the “right” 
Build person at the “right” time is to create a community “experience locator.” 
Community The locator could be resident on a community’s shared workspace and 
Experience could include key information about members’ experience, e.g., top three 
Locator jobs held and significant experience. A key word search capability might 

be a feature of this tool. A sample CoP/Experience Locator template is 
provided as a tool at the end of this section. 

Tip: Consider developing your experience locator and hosting it in CDMS. 

METHODS AND • See DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA VI, Building Communities 
RESOURCES •	 See DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA III, Building Knowledge-Centric 

Organizations 
•	 See KM Measurement Guide, Starter Kit for Measuring 

Performance in DoN Knowledge Management Practices, GDSS, Inc. 
(V4.1) 

•	 Corporate Document Management System (CDMS) Online Tutorial 
http://navsea.navy.mil/livelink/livelink.exe 

TOOLS • Sample Core Group Planning Meeting Agenda 
• Community and Corporate Roles and Responsibilities 
• Social Networks and Knowledge Flow Technique 
• Knowledge Needs/Supply Map 
• Sample Community Workshop Agenda (Orientation) 
• Suggested Exercise: Building Relationships 
• Community of Practice Early Progress Checklist 
• Lessons Learned Report Template 
• Community of Practice/Experience Locator Template 
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Sample Core Group Planning Meeting Agenda 

1.	 Set Up

1.1 Welcome

1.2 Introductions (if applicable)

1.3 Review objectives/agenda


2. Create Community Identity


2.1 Clarify purpose

2.2 Review prioritized knowledge needs

2.3 Consider success criteria

2.4 Consider community norms


3.	 Clarify Community Intent

3.1 Review types of communities

3.2 Determine the intent and focus of the community 


4. Clarify Roles and Responsibilities


4.1 Review Functional Sponsor role

4.2 Review Community Leader role

4.3 Review Core Group role

4.4 Review Logistics Coordinator role

4.5 Review Facilitator role


5.	 Identify Community Members

5.1 Review personnel identified in proceeding analysis

5.2 Brainstorm additional prospective contributors

5.3 Devise methods to “get the word out”


6. Define Collaborative Work Environment


6.1 Explore capability for shared workspace (electronic)

6.2 Evaluate chat room/discussion tools

6.3 Identify meeting rooms (VTC capabilities)


7.	 Wrap Up

7.1 Review next steps/action items

7.2 Review meeting objectives


Objectives 

• Clarify community origination and purpose 
• Identify prospective community members 
• Determine best methods for community collaboration 
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Community and Corporate Roles and Responsibilities 

Within the context of knowledge management (KM) at NAVSEA, there are two categories of 
roles: 1) those associated with a specific community of practice, and 2) those that support and 
link multiple communities of practices and/or other KM initiatives, e.g., building infrastructure 
for knowledge transfer. Corporate roles are not specific to a particular community. As the KM 
strategy evolves and communities are rolled out, corporate roles, e.g., Infomediaries, may gain 
more prominence. It is recognized that some communities will form as a grass roots movement 
and will not use any corporate resources – some may already be in place and successful. Roles, 
in this context, do not equate to job positions; they can be viewed as the different hats people 
wear to accomplish a task. These role descriptions are provided as a guide and should be tailored 
to suit your community’s needs and resources. 

Community of Practice Roles and Responsibilities 

Functional 
Sponsors pave 
the way for 
community 
success 

A Core Group is 
instrumental in 
establishing 
effective work 
methods for the 
community 

Every community must have a Functional Sponsor. The functional 
sponsor is typically a SES or Flag level person – someone who can pave 
the way for community success. A community’s sponsor believes in the 
value of knowledge sharing and commends participation in community 
activities. Further, sponsors promote the value of membership across an 
organization thereby encouraging community growth and commitment of 
organizational resources. Sponsorship may be shared by more than one 
person; this may be important if community membership spans multiple 
organizations. 

• Makes community participation a priority for its members 
•	 Builds support for community with Commanding Officers, 

functional managers, and opinion leaders 
• Bolsters community membership – spreads the word 
•	 Plans and coordinates allocation of resources (ensures funding is in 

place for awards, etc.) 
• Acts as champion for the community 
• Sets direction and provides guidance 
• Resolves issues 
• Works with Community Leader to track progress of community 

The Core Group, a subset of the community, is a working group that 

initially performs start up activities, e.g., planning. The Core Group is 

made up of knowledgeable and experienced members of the community –

members who are super subject matter experts. Once the community is 

established, the Core Group will continue to provide ongoing 

organizational support. 

For example, Core Group members may use their knowledge of the 

discipline to judge what is important, groundbreaking, and useful and to 

enrich information by summarizing, combining, contrasting, and 


May 2001 Getting Started 2 page 17 



CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

Community 
Leaders provide 
day-to-day 
support while 
serving as a 
contributing 
member 

Without 
members, there is 
no community 

integrating it into the existing knowledgebase. 

• Participates in community 
• Gains support of functional managers 
•	 Ensures the infrastructure is in place to meet the knowledge 

objectives of the community 
• Builds community experience locator 
• Creates collaborative environment 
• Harvests/creates new knowledge 
• Establishes taxonomy 
• Prescribes tool usage/functionality 

The Community Leader, an active member of the community, serves an 
integral role in the community’s success. The Leader energizes the 
process and provides continuous nourishment for the community. The 
Leader must continuously strive to further the community’s goals. 

• Serves as a subject matter expert on the focus of the community 
• Plans and schedules community activities 
• Connects members with each other 
• Brings in new ideas when the community starts to lose energy 
• Interfaces with the Functional Sponsor 
• Bolsters community membership – spreads the word 
• Represents community at out briefs 
• Acts as liaison with other communities 
• Recognizes contributions 
• Manages day-to-day activities of the community (collateral duty) 
• Tracks budget expenditures (if applicable) 

The essence of a community is its members. Membership is voluntary 
rather than prescribed. Members are self-organizing and participate 
because they get value from their participation. 

• Enjoys continuous learning as a result of participation 
• Bolsters community membership – spreads the word 
• Populates community experience locator, if applicable 
•	 Works in relevant business process; acts as a subject matter expert 

on data, process, or both 
• Looks outside community to identify relevant information 
• Conducts interviews to capture knowledge 
• Presents new information to community to determine value added 
•	 Acts as content owner by updating, creating, replenishing, and 

owning data in repository 
• Scans best practice materials 
• Performs benchmarking 
• Develops rules governing assets; assures documentation 
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A Facilitator can 
serve as a 
resource for a 
community 

Functional 
Support provides 
the backbone 

consistency 
• Participates in face-to-face knowledge sharing experiences 
• May be a Core Group me mber 
• May document community proceedings 

A Facilitator can ensure community forums are productive for all 
members by acting as an independent, CoP process expert. 

• Helps create and foster collaborative environment 
• Provides process analysis expertise 
• Provides tool expertise 
•	 Provides expertise about group dynamics and techniques to help 

community solve problems and evolve over time 

Whether provided by NAVSEA or internal to the community, the role of 
Functional Support provides the backbone for storing knowledge in the 
collaborative environment. 

• Provides on-the-spot expertise on the CoP building process 
•	 Provides Help Desk services on CoP building process and specific 

tool support 
• May document community proceedings 

Corporate Knowledge Management Infrastructure Roles 

Logistics The role of Logistics Coordinator provides the administrative workload 
Coordinator for a community. 

• Coordinates calendars/schedules meetings/events 
• Coordinates facilities 
• Arranges for equipment 

Infomediary The Infomediary acts as an information broker. 
• Gleans data across communities for relevance 
• Possibly “connects” data across communities 
• Acts as liaison to related projects and Communities of Practice 

Project Historian 	 The Project Historian is not part of a community of practice. The role of 
the Project Historian is to document project decisions and events so that 
this information is not lost and can be reused by corporation. 
•	 Provided by individual Project Teams, Business Process 

Reengineering or Enterprise Resource Planning effort, or other types 
of teams or activities 

•	 Captures project history: main events, major discussions/decisions, 
sources of information, contacts, etc. 
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Social Networks and Knowledge Flow 

The following is an excerpt from the DoN KCO Toolkit (OPAREA II, OpsCenter Delta, Version 1a). It 
describes the value of recognizing existing social networks and knowledge flow. It provides a useful tool 
for identifying prospective community members. 

Social Networks and Knowledge Flow 
Many companies and organizations invest a considerable amount of money in restructuring 
organizational charts and re-engineering business processes only to be disappointed with the 
results. That is because much of the work happens outside the formal organizational structure. 
Often what needs attention is the informal organization, the networks of relationships that 
employees form across functions and divisions to quickly accomplish tasks. These informal 
relationships can cut through formal reporting procedures to jump-start stalled initiatives and 
meet extraordinary deadlines. However, informal networks can just as easily sabotage the best 
laid plans of companies by blocking communication and fomenting opposition to change unless 
leaders know how to identify and direct them. Learning how to map these social links can help 
you harness the real power of your organization. 

Using social network analysis, it is possible to translate a myriad of relationships and ties into 
maps that show how the informal organization gets things done. In the simplest form, these 
maps consist of a series of named dots (or "nodes"), each of which represents a person, and 
lines or arrows connecting the dots to represent the existence of relationship between people. 

Some useful networks to understand within your organization might be: 

• The advice network, which shows the prominent players in an organization on whom 
others rely to help them solve problems and provide technical information 

• The trust network, which shows which employees share delicate political information 

• The communication network, which reveals the employees who talk about work -related 
matters on a regular basis 

Information to build these networks may be usually gathered by means of a simple 
questionnaire. 
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Looking at a network of relationships can help you to identify the integrators, or the employees 
who are seen by many as experts or who are trusted as an information source. Recruiting such 
individuals to be involved in the KCO implementation will make your communication effort 
easier, as these people have a wide reach in the informal communication network of the 
organization. 

May 2001 Getting Started 2 page 21 



CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

Form No: 26	
Form KNOWLEDGE NEEDS/SUPPLY 
Name: MAP 

Observer/Analyst: 

Background 
Situation: 

Type Initials 
Sequence 

No: 

KNSM 

Purpose: 
Date: 
Time: 
Location: 
MetaLevel: 

Tracking 
Number: 

Person, System, or other knowledge actor 

Legend 

EXAMPLE: 

Sue 
Jack 

Portal
Knowledge Request 
Knowledge Response 
Time to complete response 

Directions 
Draw a diagram of actors portraying the interaction 
and how long it takes to get a response. 

Used for: Drawing a visual representation of how knowledge is requested and supply by a KM Environment 
Use data from all forms to complete the model 

Copyright © 2000 eKnowledgeCenter.com v1.1 
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Sample Community Orientation Workshop Agenda 

1.	 Set Up

1.1 Welcome (from Functional Sponsor)

1.2 Introductions

1.3 Review objectives/agenda


2.	 Guest Speaker

2.1 Presentation

2.2 Questions and answers


3. Relationship Building (exercise)


4.	 Community Identity

4.1 Clarify purpose

4.2 Consider success criteria

4.3 Consider community norms

4.4 Identify additional prospective members


5.	 Clarify Community Intent

5.1 Review types of communities

5.2 Determine the intent and focus of the community


6.	 Knowledge Needs

6.1 Review prioritized knowledge needs

6.2 Build consensus on prioritization technique

6.3 Determine top knowledge needs


7. Plan of Action


8.	 Collaborative Environment

8.1 Describe tools available for community use

8.2 Determine member needs for installation, training, or access


9.	 Wrap Up

9.1 Review action items/next steps

9.2 Review meeting objectives

9.3 Plan next get together


OBJECTIVES 

• Solidify community identity 
• Prioritize knowledge needs 
• Develop plan to satisfy highest priority knowledge need 
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Relationship Building Exercise 

Title: Connect with Community Members 

Purpose: This exercise is designed to help build personal relationships between members and to 
begin to answer the questions, “What do we know, what do we need to know, and who 
knows it?” 

Group Size: 5-40 

Estimated 
Time: 

20-60 minutes depending on group size 

Props: A set of blank, individual, member factoid cards strung together on a loose ring – 
perhaps a community key ring! 

Instructions: 1. Organize participants into groups of four to six (adjust according to group size). 
2. Explain that the goal of this activity is to learn about each other’s unique 

backgrounds and perspectives as well as “getting to know” each other better. 
3. Give each participant a set of blank factoid cards. 
4. Explain the directions: 

• Each subgroup should convene for 10 minutes to complete your factoid 
card. 

• For each member, complete the factoid card. 
• After 10 minutes, disperse subgroup members and regroup into new 

subgroups – be sure that everyone speaks with each member in one of the 
subgroup sessions. 
members to gather information, but still want more time – whet their 
appetite!) 

5. Repeat subgroup formation until each member has completed a card for each 
member. 

Tips: 1. Provide complete set of blank cards to new members as they join and encourage 
them to complete them, one-on-one, with each member. 

2. As new members join, provide new factoid cards to existing members and 
encourage them to complete new cards informally and add them to their rings. 

Member name: 
Organization: 
Best way to contact: 
Best time to call: 
Previous interesting 
Job/organization: 
Top knowledge need: 
Fun fact: 

(Member Name) 

Each member should have a blank set. 

Rotations should last just long enough for (Note: 
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Community of Practice 
Early Progress Checklist 

1. Does the community have a common purpose – is the purpose compelling to 
leadership, prospective members, and their functional managers? 

2. Is the common purpose aligned with the Command/Enterprise strategy? 

3. Is the right sponsorship in place – a respected leader who is willing to contribute to the 
community? 

4. Does the Functional Sponsor(s) agree with the community’s scope, purpose, and 
membership? 

5. Are Core Group members and the Community Leader strong, content experts, 
enthusiastic, and able to develop the community? 

6. Do members’ functional managers agree that “time away from the job” is valuable? 

7. Do we have the right content experts to provide perspective and meaning in our 
membership? 

8. Is there a shared space and context for dialogue, advice, and work? 

9. Do we have enough members to keep the community alive? 

10. Are collaborative tools in place and easily accessible? Are members “set” to use 
them? 

11. Are needed resources, e.g., meeting rooms, VTC, participatio n in conferences, travel 
dollars, conference fees, etc., available? 
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Lessons Learned Report 

Situation 

Observer 

Date 

What Went Right? 

What Went 
Wrong? 

Suggestions 

Getting Started 2 page 26 May 2001 



CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE/EXPERIENCE LOCATOR TEMPLATE 

With today’s technologies, e.g., email and the Internet, knowledge can be rapidly transferred. 
Only how does someone know whom to contact if they want to learn more about a specific 
topic? Consider the following true anecdote: 

“I joined the organization on March 16, 1998 without previous experience. After one week of 
training, I joined a project team. After one day of training on the project, I was assigned a task 
to learn a particular technology that was new to everyone on the team. I was given a bunch of 
books and told that I had three days to learn how to create a project using this technology. 

In my first week of training, I remembered learning about the company’s expertise database. I 
sent an e- mail to four people I found in the database asking for their help. One of them sent me 
a document containing exactly what I wanted. Instead of three days, my task was completed in 
one-half a day.”12 

So how do you connect knowledge seekers with knowledge holders and facilitate knowledge 
exchange? One method seen in industry today is the use of experience locators or “corporate 
yellow pages.” This trend should be adapted to reflect NAVSEA’s communities of practice. 
Each community should post a CoP descriptor on the corporate web site. The descriptor should 
be easily accessible by NAVSEA employees and should provide the following types of 
information. 

• Name of community 

• Purpose of community (purpose and scope) 

• Name of Functional Sponsor (organization, location, phone number, email) 

• Name of Community Leader (organization, location, phone number, email) 

• Name of Core Group members (organization, location, phone number, email) 

•	 Membership contact information (organization, location, phone number, email) (or direct 
link to members) 

•	 Membership profiles (could include key information about members’ experience, e.g., top 
three jobs held, field(s) of expertise, project experience, education, training, certifications, 
and publications) 

• A listing (or link to) of community knowledge assets 

12 Conklin, Dr. Jeff, Burns, Kathryn, & Hanley, Sue, draft “KM Measurement Guide, Starter Kit for Measuring 
Performance in DON Knowledge Management Projects,” pg. 8, GDSS, Inc.:V4.1 
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Some interactive play could enhance the usefulness of a CoP/Experience Locator including: key 
word search capabilities and the ability to conduct an instant messaging session with a 
community member identified as a subject-matter expert or alternatively contact experts via 
email if that person is not online at that moment. 
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3. CREATING KNOWLEDGE 

PURPOSE 

Though resource 
intensive, efforts 
to create and 
transfer 
knowledge can’t 
be neglected 

The purpose of this section is to provide your community with suggested 
tools to help it create, capture, and share its knowledge. This section 
consists primarily of tools. A tool, in this instance, does not refer to 
automated systems for transferring information. Rather, these tools are 
techniques or forums for thinking, e.g., techniques for generating ideas and 
building relationships, or forums that promote knowledge flow and transfer. 
The following is a list of tools discussed in this section. 

• Ad-hoc sessions 
•	 Roadmap to generating new knowledge (problem solving and 

brainstorming) 
• Learning history 
• Interviews 
• Action learning 
• Learn from others 
• Guest speakers 
• Relationship building 
• Systems Thinking 

The inventory, storage, and migration of explicit knowledge, e.g., 
publications, documents, and patents, are addressed in Section 4. 

Converting tacit knowledge to commonly held community knowledge can 
be resource intensive, but the gains can be extraordinary. To cite some 
industry examples, “…companies have saved millions by transferring 
knowledge from one part of the organization to another. Ford claims $34 
million were saved in just one year by transferring ideas between Vehicle 
Operations plants; Texas Instruments saved enough from transferring 
knowledge between wafer fabrication plants to pay for building a whole 
new facility; Chevron reduced its costs on capital projects alone by $186 
million. In fact, neither transferring common knowledge nor creating new 
knowledge can be neglected; the first is critical for current viability, the 
second for future viability.”13 

13 Dixon, Nancy M., “Common Knowledge, How Companies Thrive by Sharing What They Know,” pg 20, Harvard 
Business School Press, Boston, Massachusetts, 2000. 
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Communities offer a mechanism to continuously grow and transfer 
knowledge as illustrated in the following diagram. 

Team 
explores the

Outcome is relationship
achieved between 

action and 
outcome 

Team Common 
performs a knowledge
task is gained 

Source: Common Knowledge (see footnote 13) 

Once common knowledge is gained, a second cycle would be to leverage 
this knowledge across an organization – take gained knowledge, translate it 
into usable forms, and transfer it to others who can adapt it for their own 
use. 

EXPECTED • Designs for community forums for critical thinking and knowledge 
OUTCOMES flow 

• Practical techniques for knowledge creation, capture, and transfer 

METHODS AND In addition to the methods and resources provided within this section, the 
RESOURCES	 DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA IV, OpsCenter Alpha also describes After 

Action Reviews used by the Army’s Center for Army Lessons Learned 
(CALL). 

What technique 
should I use? 

This section introduces each tool and provides a brief description. Where 
noted, supplemental information or templates are provided as tools at the 
end of this section. 

As an introduction to the Tool Section (end of this section), a matrix is 
presented with possible learning need scenarios. For example, a community 
member would like to learn how to perform a particular task. The matrix 
would suggest two techniques: conducting interview(s) or an action 
learning set. 

Ad-hoc Sessions	 A possible success criteria discussed earlier was the ability of the 
community to rapidly mobilize in response to a member’s “call for help.” 
Being able to quickly pull together a group for a 30-minute brainstorm or 
just as a sounding board is a priceless resource. Instant messaging is a great 
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device for calling together a quick session. Instant messaging, email, 
conference calls, VTC, or chat rooms can also be used in lieu of a face-to-
face session for rapid input. In general, any or all of these technologies can 
be used inside a single network security domain without any problem. 
However if, for example, the instant messaging or chat room protocols must 
traverse one or more firewalls to include all desired participants, this 
situation needs to be investigated ahead of time to ensure that the firewall is 
already configured to pass the required protocols. If the firewall blocks 
these signals, further analysis is required to ens ure that opening a firewall 
port will not create unacceptable security vulnerabilities in the network. 
Under such circumstances a prior consultation with the local Information 
System Security Manager (ISSM) is strongly recommended. 

Tip: the community’s experience locator would serve as a useful tool when 
a member needs to quickly reach out to someone who “has done this 
before.” 

Roadmap to 
generating new 
knowledge 

An excellent approach to creating and sharing knowledge about best 
practices is to host facilitated, collaborative problem-solving meetings. 
These forums serve many purposes: 1) solving relevant, day-to-day 
problems, 2) building trust among community members by actually helping 
each other, and 3) solving problems in a public forum thereby creating a 
common understanding of tools, approaches, and solutions. 

Often during problem-solving discussions, communities will discover areas 
where they need to create common standards or guidelines. These 
discoveries may splinter to smaller, more focused work groups to develop 
detailed standards for incorporation into best practice recommendations. 
This is an example of how communities naturally trigger continuous process 
improvement. 

A five-step roadmap for problem solving as a means to generate new 
knowledge is provided as a tool at the end of this section. This roadmap 
works well for best practices that can easily be reused, e.g., methodologies, 
analytical models, diagnostic approaches, case studies, and benchmark data. 

Learning History	 A learning history is a very useful tool to capture tacit knowledge resident 
in the minds of individuals. “A learning history is a retrospective history of 
significant events in an organization’s recent past; described in the voices of 
people who took part in them. Researched through a series of reflective 
interviews, the learning history uses feedback from employees at all levels 
to help an organization evaluate its progress.”14 

14 DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA IV, OpsCenter Alpha, Version 1a. 
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A technique to Organizations can learn by reviewing their successes and their failures, 
capture tacit assessing them systematically, and recording the lessons in a form that 
knowledge employees find open and accessible. To quote the famous philosopher, 
resident in George Santanya, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to 
individual minds repeat it.” Learning from our mistakes can lead to subsequent success – 

failure is the ultimate teacher. 

Recording staff members’ experience with technical projects, war time 
operations, change programs, technical conferences or symposia, leadership 
conferences, workshops, site visits, etc., can help to ensure that useful 
knowledge is shared and that mistakes are not repeated. In debriefings, 
interviewees recall their experience, in their own words, in a way that 
reflects their collective learning experience. 

The interview can be transcribed into a question/answer format, a 
standardized document format, or preserved as a video. Regardless of the 
medium, “the important feature is to ensure that a record is made while 
events are still fresh in the mind, and, ideally, before a project’s conclusion. 
In effect, this allows access to accumulate hindsight, as opposed to 
hindsight that has been tempered by poor memory recall and defensive 
reasoning.”15 

At Ford, learning histories are used by a car parts division, an assembly 
plant, and in product design and development. In the assembly plant, Ford 
attributes “quality improvements of 25 percent per year since 1995, 
compared with less than 10 percent achieved for the two comparable 
factories.”16 

A six-step approach to creating a learning history is available on the DoN 
KCO Toolkit and is provided as a tool at the end of this section. 

Storytelling	 Storytelling, the construction of fictional examples to illustrate a point, can 
be used to effectively transfer knowledge. An organizational story is a 
detailed narrative of management actions, employee interactions, or other 
intra-organizational events that are communicated informally within the 
organization. 

15 Arnold Kransdorff and Russell Williams, “Swing Doors and Musical Chairs,” Business Horizons, 31 (May-June 

1999):BH026.

16 ibid., pg. 30
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Conveying information in a story provides a rich context, remaining in the 
conscious memory longer and creating more memory traces than 
information not in context. Therefore a story is more likely to be acted 
upon than normal means of communications. Storytelling, whether in a 
personal or organizational setting, connects people, develops creativity, and 
increases confidence. The use of stories in organizations can build 
descriptive capabilities, increase organizational learning, convey complex 
meaning, and communicate common values and rule sets. 

A white paper about storytelling and its uses is provided as a tool at the end 
of this section. 

Conduct Conducting interviews with subject matter experts, stakeholders, process 
Interviews performers, customers – anybody that can shed new light on a topic or issue 

– is an excellent method to gather knowledge for the community and its 
knowledgebase. The DoN KCO Toolkit provides detailed interview 
guidelines to prepare for, conduct, and document interviews effectively. 
These guidelines are provided as a tool at the end of this section. 

Action Learning 	 The DoN KCO Toolkit offers this explanation of action learning, “…a new 
way of approaching learning. It is a very simple concept revolving around 
the fact that people learn by doing. Put simply, action learning involves the 
formation of a small group of people who share common issues, goals or 
learning needs. This group, called an action learning set, works to resolve 
issues and achieve these goals together, meeting regularly, about once a 
month, to reflect on progress, issues and solutions and refine the way 
forward. The team is able to brainstorm on alternative approaches or offer 
advice to an individual on how to proceed in achieving specific goals. 
Emphasis is on trying new things and evaluating the results.”17  A 
methodology for action learning is provided as a tool at the end of this 
section. 

Action Learning is task oriented and may be useful for approaching 
narrowly focused issues. However, a community is not expected nor 
encouraged to undertake large, task-oriented projects, e.g., reengineering, 
systems requirements definition, or policy overhauls. When the community 
recognizes the need for a major project, it should route the candidate project 
to leadership for direction. The community may wish to volunteer its 
subject expertise to a subsequent project team, if appropriate. 

17 DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA IV, OpsCenter Alpha, Version 1a. 
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Learn from others 
– share 
relentlessly 

Not all learning is derived from reflection and analysis. Sometimes the 
most powerful insights come from looking outside your realm or industry to 
get a new perspective. “Organizations stop changing when people stop 
learning and get stuck in the knowing.” (source unknown). 

Consider benchmarking to identify better ways of doing business; site visits 
or tours to “see” how a practice is applied in a specific environment; and 
interactions with customers to better understand their problems, preferences, 
and feedback on service/products. 

Tip: The American Productivity and Quality Center offers a benchmarking 
methodology as well as a wealth of information about best practices on its 
website (http://www.apqc.org). 

Not only should your community learn from external sources, it should 
leverage existing knowledge resident in the organization. Seek out existing 
sources of knowledge, e.g., work products from other services,Commands 
and communities, exhibitors at knowledge fairs, commissioned studies, or 
shipbuilder specifications. One of the objectives of KM is to make these 
resources easily available to both the individual and the community. 

Guest Speakers	 Inviting guest speakers to community forums is an opportunity to bring a 
fresh perspective or point of view into the community. Speakers should be 
selected based upon relevance to community purpose or targeted areas of 
interest. 

• Solicit ideas for speakers or topic areas from community members. 

•	 Consider internal and external sources for relevant speakers. Possible 
sources include professional associations, sister organizations, 
supplier/partner organizations, project historians, etc. 

•	 When appropriate, consider inviting representatives from other 
communities to speak and to begin building links across communities. 

Creating Knowledge 3 page 34 May 2001 



CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

Relationship The strongest communities are built upon strong relationships. 

Building Relationships typically form naturally from working together over a period 

Exercises of time. It wouldn’t hurt to occasionally work a relationship-building 


exercise into community forums. Several exercises are provided as tools at 
the end of this section. 

For additional ideas, the following readings are suggested: A Kick in the 
Seat of the Pants18 and Team Games for Trainers.19 

Systems Thinking	 Systems Thinking provides an approach for managing complexity. It is a 
tool to help decision-makers understand the cause and effect relationships 
among data, information, and people. It identifies archetypes (or patterns) 
that occur over and over again in decision-making. In short, it expands 
individual thinking skills and improves both individual and group/team 
decision-making.20  Additional information on systems thinking is provided 
at the end of this section. The Department of the Navy (DoN) Office of the 
Chief Information Officer (CIO) has developed a Systems Thinking course 
available on online and CD 21. 

TOOLS • Suggested Techniques for Scenarios 
• A Roadmap to Generating New Knowledge 
• Learning History – Overview 
• Storytelling – White Paper 
• Interview Guidelines 
• Action Learning 
• Relationship Building Exercises 
• Systems Thinking 

18 Von Oech, Roger. A Kick in the Seat of the Pants, Using your Explorer, Artist, Judge, and Warrior to be More 

Creative, New York, NY, Harper Perennial, 1986.

19 Nilson, Carolyn. Team Games for Trainers, New York, NY, McGraw Hill, 1993.

20 Source DoN CIO Systems Thinking Online Course

21 The online course is scheduled to be available via the Navy Learning Network (CNET runs this) by 4th quarter 

01. Web Address for the NLN is www.navylearning.navy.mil. 
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Suggested Techniques for Scenarios 
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No information is available on a subject � � � � 
A practice performed differently by many 
with varying levels of success – seeking a 
best practice for adoption by all 

� � � � � 

A common problem with many alternatives 
– seeking a best practice 

� � � � � 

You want to energize the community with 
new ideas � � � 

A method to test or prototype alternatives 
to determine a best practice � � 

One or more members need to learn how to 
perform a specific task 

� � 

A new tasking from Command leadership – 
how best to implement? � � � 

A problem has been identified but is not yet 
clearly understood – root cause? � � � � 

You need an answer in a hurry or you need 
to bounce an idea off colleagues 

� � 

An exercise or event has occurred – was it 
successful? � � � � 

Build consensus on a topic with high levels 
of conflict or controversy � Brain 

Writing 
� 

Need to generate and evaluate ideas Brain 
Writing 

To prepare a group to derive lessons 
learned – think beyond the obvious � � 

“What’s the 
Moral of the 

Story” 
Think creatively – see the same thing in a 
new light � � � 

“New 
Product 

Offering” 

� 
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A Roadmap to Generating New Knowledge 

This roadmap is a variation on an approach commonly 

used for problem solving. It may be useful to a 

community if it is trying to solve a problem shared by 

many members or to develop a best practice that can be 

adopted by members. The roadmap leads the community 

through a series of steps: define a problem, conduct 

analysis, generate ideas, select a best practice, or solution, 

and capture the knowledge in an explicit form. A group or an individual can use this approach. 

The steps remain the same. 


PROBLEM EXPLORATION AND DEFINITION 

Explore the problem and determine if additional information is needed. For 
example, members may decide to observe specific practices or research 
existing information on a topic. Other methods to collect more information 
might be to conduct interviews with impacted individuals or subject matter 
experts. 

Jumping to a conclusion without understanding a problem can save time, but it could also waste 
time if you solve the wrong problem. Before jumping to the wrong conclusion, consider the 
following: 

•	 Examine the problem from all angles – try to see it from the perspective of a Sailor, a 
customer, or a supplier 

• Separate fact from fiction – perception is important but it must be distinguished from fact 

•	 Identify key players – who is affected by the problem, who is responsible for solving the 
problem, and who has the authority to accept a solution 

• Dissect or decompose the situation – break the problem down into pieces 

•	 Determine plan for gathering information – survey, interviews, observations, brainstorm 
sessions, benchmark reviews – if needed 

Clearly defining a problem, using clear, plain English, is like having your finger on its pulse. A 
clear definition builds a strong foundation for subsequent fact finding, communication, and 
analysis. A good definition: 

• Distills the situation into a brief, concise statement 
• Use key words to “get to the bottom” of the situation 
• States what a problem is rather than what it isn’t 

Define the 
problem 
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• States a problem in terms of needs – not solutions 

ANALYSIS 

Typically, what you “see” is only the tip of the iceberg – or the symptoms of a 
problem rather than its root cause. It is important to distinguish cause from 
effect to ensure that you are actually solving the source of the problem, not 
just addressing its symptoms. Consider a medical analogy. You have many 
symptoms of the common cold, but in fact, you have a sinus infection that can 

Analyze the 
problem 

only be cured with an antibiotic. While using over the counter cold medicines to alleviate your 
symptoms, your original infection continues to worsen. This is also true in an organization. By 
addressing only the symptoms, you miss the root cause and the condition persists and may even 
worsen. 

Discovering the root cause of a problem can be tricky. Sound questioning techniques are a good 
start. Using your problem definition statement, answer the following questions. 

• Why does the problem persist? 
• Where did it start and where did it come from? 
• Why doesn’t it resolve itself or just go away? 
• What caused it in the first place? 
• What changed right before it started? 
• Why do we keep getting sucked back into the situation? 
• Why won’t things improve no matter what we try? 

Still not sure? Don’t move to the solution phase until you are sure you have found the root 
cause. Test your tentative conclusion using the following questions. The proposed root cause 
must pass the entire test to be the true root cause. If the results of these evaluations aren’t 
conclusive, continue analysis until you can answer yes to each question. 

How to Know When You’ve Found the Root Cause 

Desired Response Test Question Yes/No 

Dead end You ran into a dead end when you asked, “What caused the proposed ________ 
root cause?” 

Conversation ends All conversation has come to a positive end. ________ 

Feels good Everyone involved feels good, is motivated and uplifted emotionally. ________ 

Agreement All agree it is the root cause that keeps the problem from resolving. ________ 

Explains The root cause fully explains why the problem exists from all points of ________ 
view. 

Beginnings The earliest beginnings of the situation have been explored and are 
understood. 

________ 
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Logical The root cause is logical, makes sense, and dispels all confusion. ________ 

Control The root cause is something you can influence, control, and deal with ________ 
realistically. 

Hope Finding the root cause has returned hope that something constructive 
can be done about the situation. 

Workable solution Suddenly workable solutions, not outrageous demands, begin to 
appear. 

Stable resolution A stable, long-term, once-and-for-all resolution of the situation now 
appears feasible. 

________ 

________ 

________ 

Use of analytic techniques, e.g., diagramming and process modeling, can also be applied during 
the analysis stage. A few additional techniques for analyzing a problem: 

• Napoleon – imagine you are someone else to gain new perspectives 
• Morphological analysis – systematically examine each attribute of the problem 
• Create a deadline 
• Sleep on it 

IDEA GENERATION 

Once the root cause is identified, it is time to generate possible solutions. 
This is the time to be creative. One useful way to generate a storm of ideas 
with a group is a facilitation technique called brainstorming. The 
brainstorming process is useful in two ways: it enhances the flow of ideas 
and innovations and it builds consensus and commitment via a 
participative process. There are four rules that must be followed for a truly 
effective brainstorm session. 

Generate 
Ideas 

• Quantity versus quality – the more ideas, the greater the likelihood of a useful one 

•	 Free-wheeling – open the gate and allow ideas to freely flow – build on the ideas of 
others even if they seem wild or outrageous 

•	 Defer judgment – the surest way to shut down creative thinking is to judge each idea as it 
occurs. You are not deciding on ideas at this point, simply thinking imaginatively 

•	 Hitchhike– if there is a lull in the flow, try making more out of what has already been 
said, changing it a little, adding to it. For example, if a client meeting was suggested, add 
ideas for how to structure the meeting. Voila, a new idea! 

May 2001 Creating Knowledge 3 page 39 



CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

A useful process for brainstorming is presented below: 

•	 Frame a session with an idea-seeking question, e.g., “what are all the ways…” or a 
general topic – write the question or topic where everyone can see it 

• Clearly state purpose (to generate a storm of ideas) and brainstorming rules 

• Establish a time limit – 20-30 minutes 

•	 Try a round robin to encourage participation, allowing members to pass or “green light” 
participants to speak out in any order that naturally occurs 

• Encourage participants to build on others’ ideas 

• Post all ideas 

•	 Allow no evaluation, criticism, or discussion while ideas are being generated – look out 
for “killing phrases.” 

• Allow participants time to think – don’t let a lull in the storm stop the session 

•	 After all ideas have been generated, reduce the list by questioning, categorizing, and 
consolidating 

Remember, the goal is to think creatively and view the problem from a new perspective. To 
quote Nobel Prize winning physician, Albert Szent-Gyorgyi, “Discovery consists of looking at 
the same thing as everyone else and thinking something different.” Another creative genius, 
Albert Einstein, once said, “Problems can not be solved at the same level of consciousness that 
created them.” Before generating ideas, try some creativity exercises. Roger Von Oech’s, “A 
Kick in the Seat of the Pants”, offers some good exercises to get the creative juices flowing. 

When generating ideas, avoid mental locks, e.g., “I already have the answer.” The following 
table provides a listing of common mental locks and possible techniques to overcome them. 

Mental Locks Consider 

The right answer There is often more than one right answer. 

That’s not logical	 Excessive logical thinking can short-circuit your creative process – be 
curious, look for surprises. 

Follow the rules	 Challenge the rules. “Slaying sacred cows makes great steaks” – Dick 
Nicolosi, Philosopher 

Be practical Ask “what if” questions. Use them as stepping-stones. 

Play is frivolous Use play to fertilize your thinking. Make a game of it. 
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That’s not my idea	 Specialization limits you. Develop an explorer’s attitude. Leave your 
own turf. 

Don’t be foolish Foolish thinking can get you out of a rut. 

Avoid ambiguity Too much specificity can stifle your imagination. 

To err is wrong	 Don’t be afraid to fail. “A ship in port is safe, but that’s not what 
ships are built for” – Grace Hopper, Inventor 

I’m not creative Believe in the worth of your ideas. 

I don’t have time You don’t have time not to. 

SOLUTION SELECTION 

The goal at this point is to narrow the list of ideas into feasible, creative, and 
win-win alternatives. By using an objective, criterion based method to select 
ideas, you will coincidentally make the decision-making process much easier 
in that you have defined the terms for reaching consensus. The process 
therefore becomes fact-based and less emotionally charged. 

Select 
Solution 

Establishing objective criteria is similar to judging a sporting event. Olympic judges use 
consistent, objective criteria to evaluate the performance of athletes to select winners. In 
addition to establishing criteria, you may want to prioritize criteria. For example, some criteria 
may be mandatory while others are optional. Another technique might be to set acceptable 
ranges. For example, if an idea meets less than 80 percent of the criteria, it will be removed from 
the running. 

If a clear winner does not emerge, identify the best and worst outcomes for each idea and/or the 
pros and cons of each idea. Another step might be to validate the practice with stakeholders or 
peers. For a final check, ask yourself the following questions: 

• Is the best practice, or alternative, based upon good, sound reasoning and data? 
• Were the right people involved in the problem solving process? 

Following this roadmap will serve to create new knowledge that can improve not only your own 
job but also the overall performance of your organization as well as the jobs of sailors and peers 
in other organizations. 
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KNOWLEDGE CAPTURE 

It is recommended that all new knowledge, or best practices, generated by the community, be 
presented with at least the following pieces of information. Readers should be encouraged to call 
either the point of contact (originator) or members to gain more understanding of the topic. 

• Date Prepared 

• Point of Contact – include name, organization, and contact information 

• Members who participated in development of best practice and contact information 

• Problem Statement 

•	 Background – note any research that was conducted dur ing the exploration phase and a 
summary of significant findings. Include findings from root cause analysis. 

•	 Alternatives Considered – list significant ideas that were considered and explain reasons 
for non-selection. 

•	 Best Practice – provide sufficient information to clearly express best practice. If 
additional materials, e.g., models, business rules, etc., were developed, include them. 
Consider how graphics could be used to enhance knowledge transfer. 
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Learning History - Overview 

A learning history is a retrospective history of significant events in an organization’s recent past; 
described in the voices of people who took part in them. Researched through a series of 
reflective interviews, the learning history uses feedback from employees at all levels to help an 
organization evaluate its progress. 

A learning history goes beyond simply gathering best practices and other lessons learned. A 
learning history: 

•	 Provides the time and space for participants to openly reflect on the learning from the 
initiative or exercise, 

•	 Enhances the reflection process so that team members begin to make new connections and 
see how their actions ultimately produce final outcomes, 

• Gathers information from a variety of perspectives to reduce bias, 
• Analyzes data to draw out key themes, 
• Contains accurate, validated information, 
• Is written in the words of those involved – not paraphrased in the words of consultants, and 
• Provides a vehicle to promote discussion among participants in the initiative 

APPROACH 
A learning history is a structured process for gathering information related to a project, mission 
or initiative. The steps to create a learning history are depicted below: 

Step 1. 
Select Interview 
Candidates 

Step 2. 
Conduct Interviews 

Step 3. 
Record and 

Transcribe 
Interviews 

Step 4. 
Analyze Data 

Step 5. 
Document Key 

Themes and 
Supporting Quotes 

Step 6. 
Validate Quotes 

Step 1. Select Interview Candidates 
Interview candidates are selected to give a variety of perspectives on the process. The selection 
of interview candidates in a thorough learning history should include those who initiated, 
participated in, or were affected by the project in any way. 

Step 2. Conduct Interviews 
Interviews can be conducted in-person, or by telephone when in-person interviews are not 
possible. The interviews generally average about 45 minutes in length and are conducted by the 
same interviewers whenever possible to maintain consistency. The interviews are designed to be 
reflective, to allow the interview candidate to speak freely without the constraints of a structured 
interview. No more than six general questions are prepared in advance. Additional questions are 
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asked during the interview based on the responses of the interview candidates to gather more 
specific information. General interview questions might include: 

• What was your role in the exercise/ initiative? 
• How would you judge the success of the initiative? 
• What would you do differently if you could? 
•	 What recommendations do you have for other people who might go through a similar 

process? 
• What innovative things were done or could have been done? 

Step 3. Record and Transcribe Interviews 
Interviews are recorded to ensure the quotes used in the learning history are accurate. The 
recorded interviews are transcribed to enable analysis of interview data. 

Step 4. Analyze Data 
The interview data is analyzed and sorted to identify like themes and sub-themes. Quotes are 
identified to support the major themes from a balance of perspectives. 

Step 5. Document Key Themes and Supporting Quotes 
In this step, assemble and record the themes and supporting quotes into the right-hand column of 
the document (see section entitled Format of Document). The quotes should be in no particular 
order but are designed to provide a picture of the theme from the different perspectives of the 
interview candidates. 

Now develop the left-hand column of each section, which includes commentary and potential 
questions for consideration that relate to the adjacent quotes. The left-hand column commentary 
does not reflect the questions asked during the interview process but rather comments, questions, 
and conclusions posed by the author to the reader for further reflection. 

Step 6. Validate Quotes 
In the final step in the process, validate the quotes that are used in the learning history document 
with the interview candidates. Although interviews were recorded and quotes are anonymous, 
quotes are validated to ensure they were not taken out of context and truly represent the intent of 
the speaker.  Quotes are sent to each interview candidate for correction and a signature of 
approval. 

FORMAT OF DOCUMENT 
Part 1: In this section, describe the theme and any related practices of successful organizations. 

Part 2: In this section, present the quotes that describe the theme in the right column. The quotes 
presented in the learning history are not inclusive of all the quotes received; rather, the quotes 
selected are designed to be representative of the various perspectives of interview candidates and 
representative of the information gathered throughout the interview process. 

The left column of the document does not list questions asked during the interview, but records 
commentary and questions posed to the reader by the author for further consideration when 
reading the document. The commentary on the left relates to the adjacent quote or quotes. The 
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commentary is presented to provide the reader with ideas for reflection. The reader is 
encouraged to record their own thoughts and questions as they read. 

Part 3: The final section of the theme is a summary of the key points from the quotes in Part 2. 
Questions for further consideration relating to the theme are presented at the end of this section. 

The format of each section is depicted below: 

Theme Title 

Part 1 
Overview of the theme. 

Part 2 
Commentary, 
conclusions and 
potential questions 
to be asked that 
relate to the 
adjacent quote(s). 

Quotes from interviewing 
process. The quotes represent 
key responses to questions 
posed by the learning consultant 
during the interview process. 

Part 3 
Brief summary of quotes, as heard by the learning consultant. Additional 
questions for the purpose of providing more clarity to the theme. 

May 2001 Creating Knowledge 3 page 45 



CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

White Paper

The Use of Storytelling in DoN


Storytelling, the construction of fictional examples to illustrate a point, can be used to effectively 
transfer knowledge. An organizational story is a detailed narrative of management actions, 
employee interactions, or other intra-organizational events that are communicated informally 
within the organization. 

A variety of story forms exist naturally throughout organizations, including scenarios and 
anecdotes. Scenarios are the articulation of possible future states, constructed within the 
imaginative limits of the author. While scenarios provide an awareness of alternatives – of value 
in and of itself – they are often used as planning tools for possible future situations. The plan 
becomes a vehicle to respond to recognized objectives in each scenario. An anecdote is a brief 
sequence captured in the field or arising from a brainstorming session. To reinforce positive 
behavior, sensitive managers can seek out and disseminate true anecdotes that embody the value 
desired in the organization. The capture and distribution of anecdotes across organizations 
carries high value. Dave Snowden, a consultant and author in Great Britain who has investigated 
the use of storytelling in organizations for the past dozen years, has discovered that once a 
critical number of anecdotes are captured from a community, the value set or rules underlying 
the behavior of that community can be determined. Understanding these values has allowed the 
utilization of informal as well as formal aspects of the organization. 

Conveying information in a story provides a rich context, remaining in the conscious memory 
longer and creating more memory traces than information not in context. Therefore a story is 
more likely to be acted upon than normal means of communications. Storytelling, whether in a 
personal or organizational setting, connects people, develops creativity, and increases 
confidence. The use of stories in organizations can build descriptive capabilities, increase 
organizational learning, convey complex meaning, and communicate common values and rule 
sets. 

First, stories have the ability to increase our descriptive capabilities, a strength in this age of 
uncertainty where we must be able to describe our environment and have the self-awareness to 
describe our individual capabilities. Description capabilities are essential in strategic thinking 
and planning, and create a greater awareness of what we could achieve. Fictional stories can be 
powerful because they provide a mechanism by which an organization can learn from failure 
without attributing blame. Some organizations actually create characters from archetypes taken 
from a large number of organizational anecdotes. These characters are used over and over again. 
Once established, they become a natural vehicle for organizational learning and a repository for 
organizational memory. 

When well constructed, stories can convey a high level of complex meaning. The use of sub-text 
can convey this meaning without making it obvious. Sub-text is a term that refers to an unstated 
message not explicit in the dialogue of the story. Analogies are often used to aid in the transfer 
of particularly complex information and knowledge to give the human mind something to relate 
to. This form of learning has been used throughout human history to transfer complex concepts 
and core values. 
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Finally, because stories communicate common values and rule systems, they provide a 
mechanism to build organic organizational response to emerging requirements. This means that 
as new situations and new challenges arise in response to an ever-changing world, a common set 
of values will drive that response at every level of the organization. Snowden explains that to 
operate in a highly uncertain environment, we must have common values and rule systems that 
support networks of communities self-organizing around a common purpose. Stories provide 
just such a catalyst. Snowden states that in this world, old skills, such as story and other models 
drawn from organic rather than mechanical thinking are survival skills, not nice to haves. 

The World Bank has used what they call a Springboard Story over the past several years to move 
that organization to a knowledge organization. The Springboard Story, a powerful method of 
communicating knowledge about norms and values, is a transformational story that enables the 
listener to take a personal leap in understanding how an organization or community or complex 
system may change. The intent of this type of story is not to transfer information, but to serve as 
a catalyst for creating understanding within the listener. Steve Denning, a senior leader for 
World Bank, states that these stories enable listeners to easily and quickly grasp the ideas as a 
whole in a non-threatening way. In effect, they invite the listener to see analogies from their 
own histories, their own contexts, and their own fields of expertise. 

These Springboard Stories were told from the perspective of a single protagonist who was known 
to the audience and actually in the predicament being told in the story; there was an element of 
strangeness or incongruity to the listeners which could capture their attention and imagination; 
the story had a degree of plausibility and a premonition of what the future might be like; and 
there was a happy ending. Denning states that happy endings make it easier for listeners to take 
the imaginative leap from the explicit story to the implicit meaning. 

The Undersecretary of the Navy used stories to help Congress visualize the value the Navy 
Marine Corps Intranet would add to the mission of the Department. One story conveyed how 
Petty Officer Storm, deployed aboard the USS San Jacinto, was able to reachback via NMCI to 
the telemaintenance expert at the Naval Surface Warfare Center in Crane, Indiana, to quickly 
resolve an equipment failure. Another story tells about the possible presence of a biological 
agent detected by forward-deployed Gunnery Sgt. Jackson. Jackson uses NMCI to link back to 
the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta and Ft. Dietrick, Maryland, to contact the experts who 
analyze the threat and download appropriate procedures. Stories are also an integral part of the 
DON Knowledge Centric Organization Toolkit that has been distributed across government 
worldwide. 

With the advent of the Internet and Intranet, there is a larger opportunity to use stories to bring 
about change. Electronic media adds moving images and sound as context setters. Hypertext 
capabilities and collaboration software invites groups, teams and communities to co-create their 
stories. New multiprocessing skills are required to navigate this new world, skills that include 
the quick and sure assimilation of and response to fast- flowing images and sounds and sensory 
assaults. 

In summary, when used well, storytelling is a powerful transformational tool in organizations, 
one that all of our managers and leaders across the Department need to utilize. 
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Prepared by Alex Bennet, Deputy CIO for Enterprise Integration, DON 
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Interview Guidelines 

The Interview Guidelines are a reference for conducting interviews to gather information. 22 

STEPS IN CONDUCTING EFFECTIVE INTERVIEWS 

Prepare for Interview: 
1.	 Determine the purpose of the interview and the associated types of information that will be 

collected. 
2.	 Identify the category (ies) of questions to be asked during the interview (e.g., knowledge 

requirements, knowledge sharing and interaction, knowledge exchange). 
3. Specify the areas of data necessary to meet the objectives of the interview. 

- Attempt to conduct interview in their workspace in case you need to access info/data located 
in their office. 

- You should notify them in advance of the interview of your data requirements. 
4.	 State questions utilizing the following techniques: 

- Ask open-ended questions. (Ex: How can the process be improved?) 
- Ensure clarify of meaning by eliminating ambiguity. (Ex: How would you rate the 

professionalism of your staff? Professionalism can have various meanings to different 
people.) 

- Keep questions simple. (Ex: Rate agrees or disagree, “Our staff was both fast and 
friendly.” 

- Watch out for biased questions, which can be difficult to detect and hinders obtaining 
insight. (Ex: Do you wish me to pass on any complements to the CO?) 

During the Interview: 
5. Introduce yourself, your objective and the agenda of the interview, specifically: 

-	 Find out if interviewees have any objectives of their own for either the KCO implementation 
or the interview. Their objectives are important because you can use this information to 
motivate or enable the imple mentation of the KCO in the organization. 

- Ask if they have any general questions pertaining to the project. 
- Explain how information will be used. 

6.	 Put the interviewee at ease about the note taking by explaining that the notes are to be used as 
reference of what is discussed. Try to capture their exact words, particularly if you think it may be of 
high importance. Ensure understanding throughout the interview and paraphrase back to them what 
you understood that they said. 

7.	 Utilize the Funnel Technique to move from general ideas to detail. For example: 
- Initially broad ("Tell me about...," "Describe...") 
- More detail ("Who? What? When? Where? How?") 
- Very detailed ("Yes"/"No" to verify information) 

After the Interview 
8. Document your finding as soon as possible and follow up on areas of uncertainty with interviewees. 
9.	 Send them a summary of their comments (if relevant) to confirm what you heard and how you 

interpreted their statements. 

The following tools, Ladder of Inference, Left-Hand Column, Balance Inquiry and Advocacy 
may be used to aid effective conversations both in interview and group discussion. 

22 DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA III, OpsCenter Alpha, Version 1a. 
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Ladder Of Inference 
The ladder of inference is a model that describes an individual’s mental process of observing situations, 
drawing conclusions and taking action. When we say the fact is...What we are actually saying is the fact, 
as I understand it based upon my data selection process, cultural and personal background, judgments, 
beliefs and assumptions is... Why is this important? This is important as there are a lot of steps in between 
the data and the actions we take based upon that data. By allowing others to explore our thinking process, 
we may reveal more effective and higher leverage solutions. 

DIRECTLY OBSERVABLE DATA 
After an event takes place our mental processing immediately screens out a certain percentage of 

the data. In other words, our vision is naturally blurred and only absorbs a certain amount of the 

data that represents the life events. 

ADD: Meaning (Personal and Cultural) When we look at the data we have collected, we 

attach our own personal meaning and cultural biases to the data that we observe. No data, 

therefore, is pure--it is influenced by whoever analyzes the data. 

MAKE: Judgments, Conclusions, Inferences Based on the meaning we attach to the data 

collected we make inferences or judgments and arrive at conclusions which influences our 

behavior. Therefore one piece of data could lead to as many different conclusions as there are 

people analyzing that particular piece of data. 

BUILD: Beliefs, Assumptions, Mental Models Over time, the conclusions we reach from an 

event or pattern of events, develop our belief system. We become fixated on certain ways of 

viewing how the world works, creating our own mental models that reoccur each time an event 

takes place. 


What value is there in checking your assumptions?  All too often, people fall into what may 

be termed "competency traps” – a routine of problem solving that provided initial success and is 

used over and over with little regard for how accurately it fits with the current problem. The 

ladder of inference helps us break out of that trap by providing us an easy tool to ask, "What 

assumptions am I making about this particular situation that may limit my deeper understanding 

of the problem?" As we work to more clearly understand the problem, we may actually be able 

to reframe the problem


What value is there in being more aware of your own reasoning? The ladder of inference 

helps us understand why it is important to make our reasoning steps explicit. By consciously 

reviewing the data which supports our conclusions, we can improve our ability to explore 

complex problems and reduce those instances where we "jump" to conclusions based upon data

which is incomplete. 


What value is there in making your reasoning clear to others?  People often employ 

defensive behaviors such as trying to control situations that we have little control over, always 

acting as if we’re in control, and never saying "I don’t know." By having a tool which provides 

us an opportunity to say, "As I understand what you’re saying, x leads to y which results in z. . . 

am I on track with your thinking?" we don’t have to resort to trying to defuse complex issues on 

our own or end up attempting to cover up the fact that we don’t have a clue. 
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What value is there in inquiring into others’ reasoning? When people in organizations jointly 
practice skilled incompetence, the result is the formation of defensive routines. By having a 
mutually acceptable tool, we can inquire into each others thinking without resorting to rudeness. 

A very powerful application of the ladder of inference is to introduce it at the beginning of a 
project. When team members commit to individually and collectively examine their beliefs and 
assumptions and making them explicit, a great deal of time spent arguing and going around in 
circles can be eliminated. 

Balance Inquiry and Advocacy Protocols 
In order to have more productive conversations it is helpful to consider the balance between 
quality inquiry and quality advocacy. The concept is that in order for clarity of meaning and 
understanding to emerge from a conversation the participants must continually balance quality 
inquiry with quality advocacy. In most situations, there is an imbalance towards advocacy and 
very few quality inquiries are made. 

HOW

The following is from Fifth Discipline Fieldbook and the contributors are Rick Ross and Charlotte 

Roberts.


1. PROTOCOLS FOR IMPROVED ADVOCACY: 
Make your thinking process visible. 
What To Do 
State your assumptions, and describe the data that 

led to them 

Explain your assumptions 

Make your reasoning explicit. Explain the context 

of your point of view who will be affected by what 

you propose, how they will be affected, and why. 

Give examples of what you propose, even 

if they’re hypothetical or metaphorical 

As you speak, try to picture the other people’s 

perspectives on what you are saying. Publicly test 

your conclusions and assumptions. 


What To Do 

Encourage others to explore your model, your 

assumptions, and your data.


Refrain from defensiveness when your ideas are 

questioned. If you’re advocating something 

worthwhile, then it will only get stronger by being 

tested. 

Reveal where you are least clear in your thinking. 

Rather than making you vulnerable, it defuses the 

force of advocates who are opposed to you and 

invites improvement. 


What To Say 

"Here’s what I think, and here’s how I got there." 

"I assumed that . . . " 

"To get a clear picture of what I’m 
talking about, imagine that you’re the 
customer who will be affected . . . " 

What To Say 

"What do you think about what I just or "Do you see 
any flaws in my reasoning?" or "What can you add?" 

"Here’s one aspect which you might 
help me think through . . ." 

Even when advocating: listen, stay open, and "Do you see it differently?"encourage others to provide different views. 
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2. PROTOCOLS FOR IMPROVED INQUIRY: 
What To Do 

Gently walk others down the ladder of inference and 
find out what data they are operating from. Use non-
aggressive language, particularly with people who 
are not familiar with these skills. Ask in a way that 
does not provoke defensiveness or witness 

Ask others to make their thinking process visible 
Draw out their reasoning. Fin d out as much as you 
can about why they are saying what they’re saying. 
Explain your reasons for inquiring, and how your 
inquiry relates to your own here because . . . " 
Compare your assumptions to theirs. 

Test what they say by asking for broader contexts, or 
for examples 

Check your understanding of what they have said. 
Listen for the new understanding that may emerge. 
Don’t concentrate on preparing to destroy the other 
person’s argument or promote your own agenda. 

What To Say 
"What leads you to conclude that?" 

"What data do you have for that?" 

"What causes you to say that?" 

Instead of "What do you mean?" or 

"What’s your proof?" say, "Can you help me 

understand your thinking "


"What is the significance of that?" "How 

does this relate to your other concerns?" 

"Where does your reasoning go next?" 

"I’m asking you about your assumption

concerns, hopes, and needs. 

"How would your proposal affect . . . ?" 

"Is this similar to . . . ?" "Can you 

describe a typical example . . . ?" 

"Am I correct that your saying . . . ?" 


3. PROTOCOLS FOR FACING A POINT OF VIEW WITH WHICH YOU DISAGREE: 
What To Do 
Again, inquire about what has led the person to that 

view. 

Make sure you truly understand the view. 

Explore, listen, and offer your own views in an open 

way. Listen for the larger meaning that may come 

out of honest, open sharing of alternative mental 

models. 

Use your left hand column as a resource. 

Raise your concerns and state what is leading you to 

have them. 


What To Say 
"How did you arrive at this view?" "Are you taking 
into account data that I have not considered?" 
"If I understand you correctly, you’re saying that…” 

"Have you considered . . . ?" 

"When you say this, I worry that it means . . . " 
"I have a hard time seeing that, because of this 
reasoning . . . " 

4. PROTOCOLS FOR WHEN YOU’RE AT AN IMPASSE: 
What To Do 

Embrace the impasse, and tease apart the current 

thinking. (You may discover that focusing on "data" 

brings you all down the ladder of inference). 


Look for information that will help people move 

forward. Ask if there is any way you might together 

design an experiment or inquiry that could provide 

new information. Listen to ideas as if for the first 

time. 

Consider each person’s mental model as a piece of a 

larger puzzler. 


What To Say 
"What do we know for a fact?" 

What do we sense is true, but have no data for yet?" 

"What don’t we know?" 

"What is unknowable?" 

"What do we agree upon, and what do we disagree 

on?"


"Are we starting from two very different sets of 

assumptions here? Where do they come from?" 
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Ask what data or logic might change their views. 	 "What, then, would have to happen before you 
would consider the alternative?" 
"It feels like we’re getting into an impasse and I’m 

Ask for the group’s help in redesigning the situation. afraid we might walk away without any better ideas 
that will help us clarify our thinking." 

Don’t let conversation stop with understanding. 
Have an "agreement to disagree." Avoid building "I don’t understand the assumptions underlying our 
your "case" when someone else is speaking from a disagreement." 
different point of view. 

The quality of a conversation is often determined by the attitude of the people engaged in the 
conversation. If your intent is to learn, then your statements and questions will likely have high 
quality. If your intent is to "win" the conversation, that is have your point of view prevail, your 
questions and statements may be leading. 
Left-Hand Column 
The left-hand column is the basic premise is that during conversations there are actually two 
conversations taking place. One conversation is explicit. This conversation consists of the words 
that are actually spoken throughout the exchange between two or more persons. The other 
conversation consists of what the individuals are thinking and feeling but not saying. The term 
"left hand column" is derived from an exercise designed to explore what is not said, but thought 
about, during the course of a conversation. This "tool" offers a way to actually study our 
conversations so that we can re-design them to be more effective at creating the results that we 
wish to create. 

HOW 
People need an introduction to this tool before you can begin using it as a team effectively. Here 
is an exercise you can use to introduce the team to it. 

Step 1: Choosing a Problem 
Select a difficult problem you've been involved with during the last month or two. Write a brief 
paragraph describing the situation. What are you trying to accomplish? Who or what is blocking 
you? What might happen? Examples include: 
- The rest of the organization is resisting, or you believe they will resist, a change you want to 
implement 
- You believe your team is not paying much attention to the most crucial problem 

Step 2: The Right-Hand Column (What was said) 
Now recall a frustrating conversation you had over this. Take several pieces of paper and draw a 
line down the center. In the right-hand column, write out the conversation that actually occurred. 
Or write the conversation you're pretty sure would occur if you were to raise this issue. The 
discussion may go on for several pages. Leave the left-hand column blank until you're finished. 

Step 3: The Left-Hand Column (What you were thinking) 
Now in the left-hand column, write out what you were thinking and feeling, but not saying. 

Step 4: Individual Reflection: Using your left-hand column as a resource 
You can learn a great deal just from the act of writing out a case, putting it away for a week, and 
then looking at it again. As you reflect, ask yourself: 
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- What has really led me to think and feel this way? 

- How might my comments have contributed to the difficulties? 

- Why didn't I say what was in my left-hand column? 

- What assumptions am I making about the other person or people? 

- How can I use my left-hand column as a resource to improve our communications?

-

Step 5: Discuss in pairs or a small group 
The pairs or small groups review one or more of the left-hand columns written in step 3. The 
conversation should focus on exploring the assumptions behind both speakers’ words, discussing 
alternative ways in which the participant could have conducted the conversation so that he/she 
would have been more satisfied with the outcome. 
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Action Learning 

Overview 
Action Learning is a new way of approaching learning. It is a very simple concept revolving around the 
fact that people learn by doing. Put simply, action learning involves the formation of a small group of 
people who share common issues, goals or learning needs. This group, called an action learning set, 
works to resolve issues and achieve these goals together, meeting regularly, about once a month, to reflect 
on progress, issues and solutions and refine the way forward. The team is able to brainstorm on 
alternative approaches or offer advice to an individual on how to proceed in achieving specific goals. 
Emphasis is on trying new things and evaluating the results. 

Method 

Identify Task and Learning Opportunity 
Determine the objectives of the action learning program. Form the action learning set: Discuss with the 
team the development needs and job challenges which might be addressed by action learning. Not all of 
the members of the set will necessarily have the same development need, but these should be similar. It is 
important for the group to understand the development needs of the individuals within the group and any 
development needs of the group as a whole. An action learning set is ideally 5-8 people in size to allow 
for good discussion within the sessions. Assign somebody to facilitate the group meeting sessions, asking 
questions of the participants to draw out the key learning points. Define how often the group will meet 
and some groundrules for the meetings. Identify any Subject Matter Experts who might be able to come 
and talk to the group. 

Planning Together 
The official start of an action learning program should be in the form of a start-up workshop. Ideally the 
workshop should be held off site to allow the participants to spend time away from the usual distractions 
of the workplace. Included in the agenda for the workshop should be time for the following activities: 
� Developing personal learning plans and a common view of the purpose of the action learning set 
� Declaring individual objectives for membership of this action learning set and identifying medium 

and short-term actions that can be taken to progress towards these objectives. In addition, set 
members should be asked how they will know when objectives have been reached or how will they be 
able to measure their progress? 

� Identifying opportunities to apply new ideas and learning points in the workplace 
� Introduction to the practice of reflection and keeping a learning log to capture key learning and 

progress 
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�	 Reviewing at the end of the section, what went well, and what could be done to improve the format 
for future sessions 

Doing 
This is time spent working on a task on the job. The members of the action learning set spend time 

experimenting with new approaches and testing new ideas developed during the action learning set 

meetings, all with the aim of making progress on a problem, project or issue of importance to them. The 

following should be referred to as instructions during this phase:

� Refer back to the action plans developed during the planning workshop.

� Before taking action, reflect on what you think the outcome of the action will be. If possible, record 


this in the learning log. 
� Take action. Try out the approach as planned. This is where you do the work you do every day, but 

with the benefit of advanced planning and documenting your expectations before you act. 
� Look for evidence of how effective you have been. What did you observe? 
� Write down your observations in the learning log. This is where you create the opportunities to learn, 

by reflecting on your observations both by yourself and with the benefit of the perspective of others at 
the next set meeting. 

Reflecting 
This is a regular session where members of the action learning set come together to reflect on the progress 
they have made on their work issues. It is a time for challenging assumptions, exploring new ways of 
thinking about problems, and planning what to do next in the workplace. It is also an opportunity for set 
members to bring up specific issues of their work that they would like others to think through with them, 
as well as offer their thinking support to explore the issues and problems raised by others. 
•	 Plan reflection sessions on a regular basis and as far in advance as possible, ensure maximum 

attendance. 
•	 Book enough time to allow the thorough exploration of issues of importance. Try 30 minutes per 

person plus an extra thirty minutes as an estimate when planning reflection sessions. 
•	 Make sure that participants have prepared for the reflection session by updating learning logs and 

notifying the facilitator of any key issues they wish to discuss. 
•	 The facilitator should ensure that each individual declares what actions they intend to take once they 

leave the reflection session and what outcomes they expect from these actions. 
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Sharing 
This is where new knowledge, skills and experiences can be shared outside of the action learning set to 
allow other individuals and teams to benefit from the experiences. Capturing the knowledge that grows 
out of the action learning experience contributes to the intellectual capital of the organization. As new 
knowledge is added to the KCO web-site over time, users will find more and more content that is timely 
and applicable to their current learning needs. 
•	 Newsgroup and/or threaded discussion features can be included on the KCO web-site to allow action 

learning set members to collaborate on line. This can open up the set so that others can see what is 
being achieved. 

•	 The KCO web-site should keep a running list of all action learning sets. Each entry should list basic 
information about the members, the set’s objectives and the timing of the set’s meetings as well as the 
contact details of the set facilitator 

•	 Some action learning sets may decide to create a learning history, a document that describes the day 
to day work of the team and also attempts to capture how the set’s learning evolved and changed 
during the project. 

•	 At the conclusion of the action learning set, the team members, with the help of their facilitator, can 
select the information from their experience that others would probably find valuable, and post it to 
the KCO web-site. Suggested topics would include objectives, conclusions, recommendations etc. as 
well as experts that were consulted and planning documents such as agendas. 

Closing Out 
The purpose of a close-out event is to ensure that the action learning set reflects on the time spent together 
and reviews the progress made against the original objectives. The close-out session is facilitated in the 
same way as the regular reflection sessions and includes the administrative tasks associated with 
disbanding the set. The most important of these tasks is to decide which resources and learning points are 
to be shared with the rest of the organization. 
•	 Plan the event to allow time to reflect on both the task that the set has been working on between 

sessions as well as the individual and team learning that has occurred through the process 
•	 In advance of the close out session, all set members should be asked to prepare their reflections. The 

facilitator may choose to issue a structured form to focus this preparation. Suggested questions 
include: What has become clearer to you since the start of the action learning program? How has 
your perspective of the task or problem changed during the time you have spent as a member of this 
action learning set? What were the defining moments of the set – at what points did major 
breakthroughs take place? 
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Relationship Building Exercises 

• Brain Writing 

• What’s the Moral to the Story 

• New Product Offering 
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Title: Brain Writing23 

Purpose:	 Collaborate on an idea or issue when sensitivities or conflict are anticipated; 
gather ideas and opinions in a non-threatening manner 

Group Size:	 4 – 8 people for focused issue or idea and wording is important 
Up to 20 people if intent is to gather ideas and opinions 

Estimated 4 – 8 people – 10 minutes 

Time: Up to 20 people – 20 minutes to write and 10 minutes to discuss


Props: Blank paper and writing utensil for each participant 

Instructions: 1. Pose or frame the question, issue, or problem facing the group. Ask 
each person to write on the top of the paper: 

• An answer (if a question is posed) 
• An resolution (if an issue is presented) 
• An idea (if a problem is confronted) 
•	 Proposed wording (if a statement is being crafted, e.g. a 

mission) 
2. Ask each person to pass their paper to the person on their left. 
3.	 Each person should then comment on the paper in front of him or her 

by either writing a rewording of the suggestion below the original or 
commenting on his or her opinion of the suggestion. When complete, 
pass the paper on. 

4. This should continue until the papers return to their originator. 
5.	 Discuss the findings. Most often, consensus will have built around a 

small number of suggestions, narrowing the discussion field. 

Variations:	 If ideas have already been generated, post each one on a sheet of flip chart 
paper and post them around the room. Give people a marker and have them 
travel around the room commenting on as many items as desired, as many 
times. When the activity dies down, review each chart to determine if the 
comments lead to a common conclusion. 

Tips: • Suggest people use a check mark to indicate agreement. 
•	 This technique may be used to assess group opinion and to narrow the 

field prior to voting. 

23 Brain Writing is adapted from Bernd Rohrbach and discussed by Deborah Harrington-Mackin, The Team Building 
Took Kit: Tips, Tactics, and Rules for Effective Workplace Teams (New York, AMACOM, 1994). 
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Title: What’s the Moral of the Story?


Purpose: To practice sifting through information and deriving lessons learned.


Group Size: 8-20


Estimated 8-10 Minutes

Time: 

Props: Fables 

Instructions: 1. Ask participants to pair up. 
2. Distribute fables. 
3.	 Explain that fables and folk tales are short fictional narratives that illustrate a 

moral, or a lesson. They are an indirect means of telling truths about life. 
Thus they have a level of meaning beyond the surface story. 

4.	 Tell pairs they have five minutes to read two fables and add a humorous 
moral to it. 

5. After five minutes, ask members to discuss possible morals to the story. 

Variation: Use fables without known morals and ask the group to develop some. 
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Suggested Fables from Aesop 

The Cock and the Jewel 

A Cock, scratching for food for himself and his hens, found a precious stone and exclaimed: "If 
your owner had found thee, and not I, he would have taken thee up, and have set thee in thy first 
estate; but I have found thee for no purpose. I would rather have one barleycorn than all the 
jewels in the world." 

Moral: The ignorant despise what is precious only because they cannot understand it. 

The Crow and the Pitcher 

A Crow perishing with thirst saw a pitcher, and hoping to find water, flew to it with delight. 
When he reached it, he discovered to his grief that it contained so little water that he could not 
possibly get at it. He tried everything he could think of to reach the water, but all his efforts 
were in vain. At last he collected as many stones as he could carry and dropped them one by one 
with his beak into the pitcher, until he brought the water within his reach and thus saved his life. 

Moral: Necessity is the mother of invention. 

The Ass and His Shadow 

A Traveler hired an Ass to convey him to a distant place. The day being intensely hot, and the 
sun shining in its strength, the Traveler stopped to rest, and sought shelter from the heat under 
the Shadow of the Ass. As this afforded only protection for one, and as the Traveler and the 
owner of the Ass both claimed it, a violent dispute arose between them as to which of them had 
the right to the Shadow. The owner maintained that he had let the Ass only, and not his Shadow. 
The Traveler asserted that he had, with the hire of the Ass, hired his Shadow also. The quarrel 
proceeded from words to blows, and while the men fought, the Ass galloped off. 

Moral: In quarreling about the shadow we often lose the substance. 
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Title: New Product Offering 

Purpose:	 To get members to “see things differently” and better understand the varying 
perspectives members bring to the community. 

Group Size: 8-24 

Estimated 30 Minutes (will vary with number of subgroups) 
Time: 

Props: A common object, e.g., a feather duster, a stapler, or a yo yo. 

Instructions: 1.	 Explain to the group that the object they see before them can be anything – 
anything that is except what it is. Their job is to name the product, describe 
its uses, create a marketing strategy including price, and present their new 
product offering to the community. 

2. Organize participants into subgroups of 3 to 5 members. 
3.	 Allow the subgroups to develop their ideas and practice their presentation 

(about 20 minutes). 
4. Each subgroup introduces its new product offering to the group. 

Tips: Lead the group in clapping after each performance. 
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PURPOSE OF SYSTEMS THINKING 

What Is Systems Thinking? 
Systems Thinking has been described by George Richardson, former Chairman of the Systems Dynamics 
Society, as the "mental effort to uncover the ENDOGENOUS SOURCES OF SYSTEM BEHAVIOR." 
This means that we are most interested in how our behavior and the design of the system itself can 
account for the performance we observe. Keep in mind that there are always compelling explanations 
about how results are due to EXOGENOUS forces, however these explanations offer little leverage for 
change. From the perspective of organizational learning, we need a method of collective inquiry that 
helps us see the whole relative to our aspirations. We also need models about how disparate parts of an 
organization can better coordinate their strategic choices and action to achieve desired results. 

As a tool for collective inquiry and coordinated action, the purposes of Systems Thinking are: 

• Foster team learning and collaboration. 

• Tell compelling stories that describe how the system works. 

• Discover the system structure behind problems. 

• Describe our own mental models and those of others about why the system performs as it does. 

• Test possible strategies against intended results and for unintended consequences. 

• Identify higher-leverage interventions. 

As a result, Systems Thinking enables us to: 
• Understand how organizations and other complex systems really function. 

• Change our own thinking to match the way such systems operate. 

•	 Change our behavior so that we are working with these complex forces instead of against them to 
create what we want. 

o Develop greater appreciation for the impact of our strategies on others in the system. 

o	 Be aware of the impacts of time delays and the need to balance short-term and long-term 
objectives and strategies. 

o Anticipate unintended consequences of well-intentioned strategies. 
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STEPS IN SYSTEMS THINKING 

EVENTS 
1. State the Issue & Tell the Story: Begin your inquiry with the evidence. What are some of the 
facts that make you or others think that there is an issue? 
PATTERNS 
2. Graph Performance Patterns Over Time: What are the trends? 
3. Establish Creative Tension & Draft a Focusing Question: When the trends are visible, we can 
state how this reality differs from our vision. A good focusing question describes the patterns in 
the context of what we want. For example: Why, despite our efforts to improve quality, do we 
continue to miss deadlines? 
STRUCTURE 
4. Identify Structural Explanations: What are key causes and consequences of the trends we 
observe? How do the consequences, particularly our own responses to the situation, become the 
cause of more problems? 
5. Apply the Going Deeper Questions: What are the deeper structures that keep this set of causes 
and consequences in place? Is this system successfully accomplishing a purpose other than the 
stated one? Are beliefs and values causing the situation to persist? 
6. Plan an Intervention: Based on our understanding of the structure, what is our hypothesis 
about how to change it? What general approaches are needed? What specific actions? 
7. Assess the Results: Since our intervention is based on a theory of the situation, the results of 
our attempts to improve things provide new data, allowing us to continue through the steps 
again, if necessary. 
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WHERE SYSTEMS THINKING ADDS VALUE 
Systems Thinking usually adds value when situations are: 

• Problematic 
• Long-standing 
• Resistant to change interventions 

Systems Thinking is often helpful as a planning resource. In particular, a systems view can help 

you plan for growth, anticipate limits to growth, predict and avoid actions that can undermine 

partnerships, and avoid shooting yourself in the foot (by producing a worse situation than you 

already have). 

In general, Systems Thinking rarely helps us find the single right answer; other problem-solving 

tools are more efficient in cases where there truly is an answer. Systems Thinking provides the 

most value when it illuminates the possible choices embedded in complex, divergent problems, 

and their likely consequences. The final choice is ours. 


DO use Systems Thinking to: 

• Identify or clarify a problem. 
• Increase creative discussion. 
• Promote inquiry and challenge pre-conceived ideas. 
• Bring out the validity of multiple perspectives. 
• Make assumptions explicit. 
• Sift out major issues and factors. 
• Find the systemic causes of stubborn problems. 
• Test the viability of previously proposed solutions. 
•	 Explore short and long term impacts of alternative or newly proposed solutions or 

actions. 

DON'T use Systems Thinking to: 

• Impress people or win an argument. 
• Validate prior views. 
• Hide uncertainties. 
• Blame individuals. 
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Systems Thinking vs. Traditional Approaches 

Traditional Thinking Systems Thinking 
The connection between 

problems and their causes is 
obvious and easy to trace. 

The relationship between 
problems and their causes is 

indirect and not obvious. 
Others (either within or outside 

our organization) are to blame for 
our problems, and must be the 

ones to change. 

We unwittingly create our own 
problems and have significant 
control or influence in solving 

them by changing our behavior. 

A policy designed to achieve 
short-term success will also 
assure long-term success. 

Most quick fixes either make no 
long-term difference or actually 
make matters worse in the long 

run. 

In order to optimize the whole, 
we must optimize the parts. 

Focus on policies that optimize 
the whole rather than each of 

the parts. 
Aggressively tackle many 

independent initiatives 
simultaneously. 

Target and orchestrate a few 
key changes over time. 

NOTE: Source of above System Thinking material is attributed to the DoN CIO Systems 
Thinking Online Course 
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4. Building the Knowledgebase 

PURPOSE Provide a framework for building your community’s knowledgebase. 

EXPECTED OUTCOMES • Establish knowledge inventory and folder structure 
• A process for capturing documents for CDMS 
•	 A framework to continually improve business processes 

leveraging lessons learned and reusing best practices 
•	 Identified target efficiencies in mission related measures such as: 

cycle time, customer service, and total ownership cost 

ROLES/RESPONSIBILITIES	 A CoP’s knowledgebase requires several roles in order for business 
process owners to successfully implement. These roles include: 

• Community Sponsor 
• Community Leader 
• Community members 
• Facilitator 
• Logistics Coordinator 

These roles were mentioned and discussed in detail in Section 2. 

PRODUCT(S) •	 Requirements Traceability Matrix (RTM); matrix of groupware 
functions that the community will focus on for its first release of 
the knowledgebase 

•	 List of identified community media (documents, presentations, 
spreadsheets, etc.) that includes specific documents 

• List of folders used for organizing community media 
•	 Graphical model and supporting narrative of “AS-IS” media flow 

between the community and stakeholder organizations 
•	 List of community members and the folders that they have been 

assigned to for life-cycle development 
•	 Groupware electronic repository that features all of the functions 

listed in the RTM, all identified media, and a completed folder 
structure. Media will have been migrated to the groupware 
application under the given folder structure 

•	 List of asset rules that ensures all groupware transactions are done 
in a manner consistent across the community 

•	 Graphical model and supporting narrative of “TO-BE” media flow 
between the community and stakeholder organizations. Includes 
list of business performance measures and expected efficiencies 
(e.g. cycle time = 8 weeks; goal 4 week reduction) 
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KEY TASKS • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Requirements; Map identified collaborative tool functions to 
business requirements to simplify deployment, narrow training 
scope, and ensure more efficient use of the groupware. 

Inventory; Define knowledge assets in a business process 
context and identify whether created by the community or 
borrowed from other business owners. 

Taxonomy; Develop a business context classification structure 
for organizing inventory. It should provide an intuitive 
navigation scheme for members and other interested 
communities 

Flow Model; Model AS-IS business processes based on the 
flow of inventory assets to and from customers. Focus on how 
assets are created and disseminated. 

Migrate; Provide necessary technical support to migrate 
inventory assets that exist in legacy repositories. Inventory 
should be organized, classified as relevant, and mapped to a 
classification owner. Owners are typically subject mater 
experts from within the community. 

Map; Identify owners of the Inventory folders and designate 
life-cycle responsibility at a folders structure level. 

Asset Rules; Establish business rules for the use of the 
groupware to maintain consistency while performing business 
transactions. Designate which groupware functionality will be 
used to process specific transactions. 

Transformation; Identify, in priority order, High Value – 
Low Risk business processes that provides the group with the 
highest value in terms of Customer Service, Cycle Time 
Reduction, and Total Ownership Cost. Members should focus 
on measures that correlate to related business performance 
measures. 

Training; Secure computer-training facilities to allow “hands-
on” training for members. Transformed business processes 
will be simulated in a training environment for user testing and 
acceptance. 

Help Desk; Enable a functional help desk specifically for 
community members. 
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Key Task 1: Requirements 

Narrow the functional scope 
of your groupware 
application 

Base your assessment on 
past experience and lessons 
learned 

This task is aimed at narrowing the functional scope of the selected 
groupware application to only those functions that enable the 
achieving of mission related measures (e.g. reduction in cycle time). 

Given a groupware application, conduct a functional analysis of the 
application. At minimum the analysis should include: 

• Function Name 
• Description 
• Release 

List all of the functions that the groupware application is capable of 
performing (e.g. Add a new document). This list should not include 
any extended or custom functionality. Focus on the base functionality 
of the groupware. 

Once a list has been prepared, convene the community members to 
review the list. Leaders should aim at obtaining consensus over which 
functions meet the general requirements of the community’s needs 
within the first release of the knowledgebase. Enter 1 for Release if 
the community requires the function in the first release. Enter 2 or 3 
respectively if the community feels as though the particular function 
can be postponed to a later release. 

The community is expected to base its function decisions on lessons 
learned and past experiences. 

Work Product: Requirements Traceability Matrix - Excel 
spreadsheet containing the following elements: REQ ID, 
REQUIREMENT (or Function Name), DESCRIPTION, RELEASE 
(version of the implementation that will contain the corresponding 
function), NEW or EXISTING, FULL/PARTIAL, COMMENTS, 
DOCUMENTS 
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KEY TASK 2: INVENTORY 

Take an inventory of all 
community media 

Conduct both group and 
individual inventory 

Key Task 3: Taxonomy 

Build group and individual 
lists 

Consolidate lists and assign 
inventory items to categories 

Tip: Limit consolidated list 
to ~9 categories 

Inventory offers community members the opportunity of identifying 
all media associated with established business processes. 

With the help of a facilitator or community leader, convene a session 
of community members and conduct a brainstorming session on 
media that are either inputs to or outputs of the community’s business 
processes. 

Once the list has been developed, assign each member the 
responsibility of reviewing the baseline list and adding media not 
captured during the community session. Compile the baseline list 
along with the individual input from community members. This will 
become the baseline inventory for the community. 

Work Products: Inventory List - Excel spreadsheet containing the 
following elements: ASSET ID#, NAME, DESCRIPTION, BEST 
PRACTICE, RECORDS MANAGEMENT META DATA (SSIC 
data) 

The objective of Taxonomy building is to provide an intuitive 
structure for users who are interested in obtaining information from or 
contributing to a community’s practice. 

Convene the community to brainstorm a list of categories based on the 
prepared inventory list.  The objective of the brainstorming session is 
to develop as complete list as possible. Disregard the length of the 
list. The actual list can be finalized during a separate community 
session. 

Once the group has developed a list, distribute the list to group 
members and have them conduct a personal assessment of the list. 
Community members add, consolidate, or recommend deletions to the 
list. Community leaders will consolidate the group and individual 
lists into a single group list. Once completed, begin assigning 
inventory items to their respective categories. 

Tip: Limit sub categories to Work Product: Taxonomy List - Excel spreadsheet consisting of the 
3 levels	 following elements: FOLDER ID #, CATEGORY, LEVEL, OWNERS, 

STATUS, DESCRIPTION, and REVISION NOTES. 
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Key Task 4: Flow Mode l The purpose of flow modeling is to graphically illustrate how 
inventory items are transferred between organizations as business 

Easy way to identify transactions are conducted. The model will present a view that allows 
business processes for easy identification of AS-IS business processes. 

To begin, model the organizations involved in the inventory exchange 
as depicted below in Figure-1. 

Layout stakeholder 
organizations 

Illustrate the inventory path 
between community and 
stakeholder 

Model all core processes and 
associated inventory 

CoP 

Org 1 

Org 2 
Org 3 

Org 4 

Org 5 

Figure 1 Sample Flow Model 

Using the baseline inventory list, illustrate how each item travels 
between community and organization. In some cases, an inventory 
item may traverse several paths between organization and community 
until the business process cycle is completed. 

CoP 

Org 1 

Org 2 
Org 3 

Org 4 

Org 5 A1 
A2 

A3 

A4 

Figure 2 Sample Flow Model w/ Path Example 

The “AS-IS” flow model is complete when each of the inventory 
items has been illustrated on the model. 

Once the graphical model has been completed, the leader will write a 
narrative that describes the path of community inventory items. The 
general community member should write the narrative in terms that 
are easily comprehensible. Within the narrative, incorporate details 
that are not readily apparent within the model. 

Work Product: AS-IS” model and narrative of the business process 
and the knowledge assets transacted during the identified processes. 
Illustration of community, stakeholders or customers and the direction 
flow of assets between services and customer. 
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Key Task 5: Map Mapping provides a means for the community to maintain its data. 
Community members will be designated as the point of contact for a 

Community members share particular category of data within the knowledgebase. As with any 
the responsibility of community, all members must participate in the maintenance and 
maintaining its workspace upkeep of its locale. Likewise, the groupware community will also 

share the responsibility of maintaining its community. 

Assign primary and Mapping is a relatively quick and informal process. Convene a 
alternate members to folders	 meeting of community members. Using the established Taxonomy 

list, have community members volunteer for folders that fall within 
their area of responsibility. Record these assignments in the 
ASSIGNED OWNER column of the taxonomy list. Additionally, 
have members volunteer for folders as an alternate point of contact. 
Therefore, each folder will have two community members who are 
familiar with the folder structure, content, and access privileges 
granted the folder. 

Work Product: See Taxonomy List - Excel spreadsheet of ASSET 
CLASSIFICATIONS and ASSIGNED ONWER 

Key Task 6: Migration	 Migration of data is important to demonstrating the capabilities of the 
groupware application. It also provides a means of validating what 
has been accomplished in terms of data organizations. Finally, it 
provides a context for discussing how Inventory and Taxonomy 
contribute to the community’s business processes 

Migration begins with validation of both Inventory and Taxonomy 
lists. This ensures what has been gathered thus far accurately reflects 
the needs of the community. Convene the community and conduct a 
quick review of both lists. Pay particular attention to those Inventory 
items that a) are not associated to a business process and b) are not 
products of the community. Items that are not associated to a business 
process may be considered for removal. Items that are not a product 
of the community may exist as parts of an adjacent community. If so, 
eliminate redundancy by cutting out “borrowed” items. 

Once the lists have been validated, begin populating the project 
workspace according to the Taxonomy. Data can be populated 
manually or in batch. Tools are available for large scale conversions. 
If large scale conversion is required seek support of NAVSEA CIO 
office. Tools are available for large scale conversions. 

Work Product: Tool user accounts for all Core Group members and 
operational prototype of current release of the collaborative 
workspace. 
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Key Task 7: Asset Rules	 Asset Rules provide members with groupware guidelines for moving 
data in and out of the knowledgebase. It also designates which 
groupware function will be used to support specific transactions in a 
business processes. 

An example of an asset rule is using a compound document instead of 
a folder to collect and present periodic volume releases of a 
newsletter. In this case, two different groupware functions could be 
used to achieve similar results. Establishing asset rules provides a 
consistent means for interacting with the knowledgebase. 

Sets of asset rules exist for each business process supported. 
Regardless of the size, rules must be put in place to avoid difference 
in practitioner usage. Asset rules will most commonly be identified 
with a business process. However, in some cases, specific documents 
may have an asset rule associated to it specifically. 

Begin with listing the different processes or documents that will 
require an asset rule. Remember, all transactions conducted within 
the groupware application will require a set of asset rules that provide 
guidance to the community members. 

For example, a particular community maintains a community calendar 
within its groupware application. The document format of the 
calendar is a Microsoft Word file. To provide guidance to the 
community on the use of this document, the following asset rules have 
been created: 

• 
• 

• 

• 

Calendar only maintained by assigned owner

Community members who need to add a date to the calendar 

will use the groupware’s document Check- in / Check-out 

function

The community will maintain three months of its calendar. 

One month of past events and two months of future events

All community members will create a change notification on 

the community calendar thus allowing them to receive email 

notification upon calendar update


Again, a set of asset rules should be developed for each process or 
document involved in a community business transaction. Asset rules 
should be reviewed periodically to ensure applicability and 
effectiveness. 

Work Product: Asset Rules - Excel spreadsheet including 
BUSINESS RULE NUMBER, BUSINESS RULE, DESCRIPTION, 
REVISION, STATUS, and COMMENTS 
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Key Task 8: Transformation is key to achieving value from the knowledgebase. 
Transformation	 The use of the knowledgebase process implies communities will 

undergo a transformation in how they do business. If transformation 
is not achieved, the community has done nothing more then increase 
its burden and develop another data repository. 

To transform, begin by selecting “High Value – Low Risk” flows of 
inventory identified in the flow model stage. The flow selection 
should be based on that which the community believes would bring 
the highest value at the lowest risk to the community’s mission. List 
and prioritize which flows will be transformed into the groupware 
application such that all future transactions relating to the selected 
process will be conducted via the groupware. 

Once processes have been listed and prioritized in terms of value and 
risk, prepare an assessment or “gap analysis” of the “AS-IS” process 
and the “TO-BE” process. The analysis should include: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

List of stakeholders who will be affected by the process 

change

Changes to the process in terms of steps required to complete 

the process – Are there any changes to the process? If so, 

document the changes.

Measures and metrics for assessing the value achieved by 

transforming the “AS-IS” process to the groupware application 

environment

Document asset rules associated to conducting the process in 

the “TO-BE” environment


Work Product: TO-BE model and narrative of the business 
processes transacted. Includes a Gap Analysis identifying changes to 
AS-IS model and documented asset rules. 
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Key Task 9: Training	 Training ensures that all community members possess the necessary 
skill to function within the collaborative work environment. 
Community leaders should not assume that its members understand 
and can operate within the knowledgebase without training and 
support. 

Training in this context includes more than just application training. 
It includes context-based training that is rooted in business process. 
That is, members are trained in both the use of the groupware 
application and the business processes it supports. This way, training 
has relevance to the community member and has immediate 
application. 

Training can be accomplished within the community by identifying a 
training lead for the community. Typically, this person will possess 
an above average aptitude for Information Technology and has a good 
grasp of the business processes. 

The trainer will use the Requirements Traceability Matrix (RTM) 
developed earlier in the process to design a course for community 
members. The RTM provides the basis for the training. That is, it 
lists what groupware topics the trainer will cover. It is up to the 
trainer to select the business context of the functional topics. The 
trainer should develop a group of use cases or scenarios that illustrates 
to community members how the groupware will be utilized within the 
community’s business environment. An example of a use case is: 

• Update group calendar 
o Login to groupware 
o Check-out calendar 
o Add new calendar entry 
o Check- in calendar 

There is no replacement for hands-on training. Where possible, utilize 
a training center to deliver training to community members. 

Training should be designed to be brief and specifically geared 
towards business processes. Long training session greater than 1.5 
hours has proven to be ineffective. If training seems to long, scale 
back on the coverage areas. Keep it manageable, applicable, short, 
and enjoyable for your community members. 

METHODS AND RESOURCES • Community of Practice Knowledgebase Process Brief 
• See DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA VI, Building Communities 
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TOOLS • Sample Requirements Traceability Matrix 
• Sample Inventory Template 
• Sample Taxonomy and Mapping Template 
• Sample Asset Rule Template 

Building the Knowledgebase 4 page 76 May 2001 



CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

SAMPLE REQUIREMENTS TRACEABILITY MATRIX 

Req 
ID Requirement Description Release 

(N)ew / 
(E)xisting 

(F)ull / 
(P)artial Source Comments Documents 

1.0 SECURITY 

1.1 Login 

Used to verify that a user is authorized to use Livelink 
and to control operations that a user can perform in 
Livelink. Also helps keep track of who added, 
modified, viewed and otherwise accessed content. 1 

1.2 Change Password 
Allow users to change secure encrypted 
password. 1 

1.3 Logout 

To prevent others from gaining 
unauthorized access to a users Livelink 
account, users are encouraged to logout of 
Livelink when finished 1 

2.0 SITE SEGMENTS 

2.1 Enterprise Workspace 

Central repository of your organization's 
knowledge. Stores documents and other 
information that is meant to be generally 
available to all users. 1 

2.2 
Project or Workgroup 
Workspace 

Team collaborative environment for 
projects to share and exchange specific 
project related information. 1 

2.3 Personal Workspace 

Allow users to create a customized view of 
their own personal data, project data, and 
enterprise data. Allow persons to share 
their workspace with other designated 
users. 2 

3.0 NAVIGATION 

3.1 

Standard navigational 
controls on 
workspaces. 

Provide a consistent means of navigating 
site and "quick links" to specific site 
content. 1 

3.2 

Provide consistent 
access to context 
sensitive help. Make a help link available in every view. 1 

May 2001 Building the Knowledge Base 4 page 77




CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

SAMPLE INVENTORY TEMPLATE 

Asset ID # Name Description 
Best 
Practice (yes 

or no) 
SSIC Data 

NAVSEA AR 
NAVSEA AR Team 
restrictions 
what's new 
Meetings/Conferences 
Initiatives 
Training/Tools 
Links 
comments 
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SAMPLE TAXONOMY AND MAPPING TEMPLATE 
Folder 

ID # Category Level Owner(s) - Mapping Status Description Revision Notes 
1.0 Document Maintenance Ruth Butler Interest document, QPL, LSA 

Interest Documents Dottie 
QPL Cheryl 

LSA 
Dottie (NAVSEA 
correspondence only 

2.0 Program Support David White 

3.0 
Ship Systems Engineering 
Plan David White / 05Q Engineers 

4.0 Standardization Strategy David White 
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SAMPLE ASSET RULE TEMPLATE 
BR# Business Rule Description Revision Status Comments 

1.0 Update 

Classification owners who have been designated as first 
point of contact, have final approval authority over all 
content posted to the assigned area. 1.0 A 

2.0 Event Expiration 

Dated assets such as event or training schedule 
items will be scheduled for expiration one day after 
the item date. 1.0 A 

3.0 Periodicy 

Update periodicity for an asset will be determined by 
the First and Second points of contact assigned to 
the classification area. 1.0 A 

If an asset requires updating, First point of contact 
will perform the update or reset the asset periodicity. 

4.0 Gatekeeper 

Gatekeeper will have access to all classification 
areas. Access includes the ability to update, delete, 
restrict access, and renew assets update 
periodicities. 1.0 A 
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5. SUSTAINING COMMUNITIES 

PURPOSE	 Congratulations – your community has met and begun to form. The 
community is working together to develop and share best practices. How 
do you keep the community moving in a forward direction? How do you 
keep members coming back for more? 

This section is designed to help community leadership assess progress, 
recognize the natural evolution of community interactions, recognize and 
reward both individual and community contributions, and continuously 
foster innovation and growth. 

EXPECTED • Process adjustments

OUTCOMES • Continuous infusion of new knowledge


KEY TASKS 1. Assess community progress 
2. Understand community evolution 
3. Recognize community contribution 
4. Spark new knowledge creation and sharing 

Key Task 1: 
Assess Community 
Progress 

What does 
effective 
interaction look 
like? 

Once your community is up and running, community leadership should 
periodically check progress. In Section 2, a Community of Practice Early 
Progress Checklist was introduced as a tool. In this section, that tool has 
been expanded to assess ongoing community effectiveness. This expanded 
tool, Community of Practice Regular Progress Checklist, is provided at the 
end of this section. 

The DoN KCO Toolkit offers additional guidelines for community use – 
the following list of behaviors exemplify effective community interactions. 

•	 “Identify important issues to address that can help in day-to-day 
work and add value to NAVSEA. 

•	 Update purpose and activities on a regular basis to reflect the defined 
issues. The agenda evolves. 

•	 Sift through the best of existing materials and search for new 
resources that can be shared with others. 

•	 Organize and publish these resources in a way that makes them 
accessible to all. In some cases, CoPs establish a physical resource 
area, such as a library, but increasingly the web is used to publish 
and share knowledge. 
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•	 Contribute to discussion groups. Ask questions of others and 
collaborate in solving common issues. 

•	 Interact with other members in a number of ways, depending on the 
need. Use any, or all, of the following to collaborate and build 
professional relationships: email, event reports, internal conferences, 
newsletters, face-to-face meetings, luncheons, workshops, personal 
visits, video-conferences, web-site and telephone. 

•	 Share and apply knowledge to make progress in individual taskings 
and advance the purpose of the CoP. 

•	 Create and publish new knowledge when the challenges faced cannot 
be met through the application of the existing knowledge pool.24 

What’s next? Are As the community evolves, so may the strategic objectives of its members’ 
we still in sync organizations. A community should ask itself, “have we satisfied our 
with strategic highest priority knowledge needs? Do remaining needs still reflect 
objectives? strategic objectives? Have our knowledge needs changed?” 

Member feedback 
should be solicited 

Community members should be polled periodically to gain insights on how 
they believe the community is performing. In other words, is it serving its 
members, the organization, and the enterprise? 

One relatively simple method to gather member feedback is to facilitate 
occasional “lessons learned” discussions with the group. A template to 
capture this information was provided in Section 2. A second way would 
be to collect written responses using a survey instrument. A generic 
Community Member Satisfaction Survey is provided as a Tool at the end 
of this section. The survey should be tailored to your community’s purpose 
and success criteria. 

Key Task 2: Similar to the stages of group development, forming, norming, storming, 
Understand and performing, communities will also undergo evolutionary stages. “As 
Community communities of practice evolve, they go through stages of development 
Evolution characterized by different levels of interaction among members and 

different kinds of activities.”25  The following diagram illustrates the 
natural evolution of a community. 

24 DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA VI, OpsCenter Bravo, Version 1a.

25 Mary Eisenhart, Water Cooler, Sustaining communities of practice takes plenty of persistence, p 49, 

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT, October 2000.
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Potential 
People face 

similar situations 
without the 
benefit of a 

shared practice 

Finding each 
other, 
discovering 
commonalities 

Coalescing 
Members come 

together and 
recognize their 

potential 

Exploring 
connectedness, 
defining joint 
enterprise, 
negotiating 
community 

Active 
Members engage 
in developing a 

practice 

Engaging in 
joint activities, 

creating 
artifacts, 

adapting to 
changing 

circumstances, 
renewing 
interest, 

commitment and 
relationships 

Dispersed 
Members no 
longer engage 

intensely, but the 
community is 
still alive as a 

force and center 
of knowledge 

Staying in touch, 
communicating, 
holding reunions, 
calling for advice 

Memorable 
The community 

is no longer 
central, but 

people 
remember it as a 
significant part 

of their identities 

Telling stories, 
preserving 
artifacts, 
collecting 

memorabilia 

Evolution of a Community of Practice 

Typical activities 

Source: Entienne Wagner, “Communities of Practice: Learning as a Social System,” 
timeThe Systems Thinker, vol. 9, no 5. 

Key Task 3: 
Recognize 
Community 
Contribution 

If you use it, say 
so 

When you reward people for certain behaviors, e.g., sharing knowledge, 
they will want to do more of it. Therefore, developing meaningful rewards 
is essential to sustaining community goals and achieving a knowledge 
centric organization. 

The DoN KCO Toolkit includes an Awards Toolkit (NAVSEAINST 
5305.6) that offers an array of monetary and non-monetary incentive 
awards and certificates from which to choose. The Toolkit is a tremendous 
source of recognition and reward options available to NAVSEA leadership. 

Meaningful recognition can come from peers as well as leadership. 
Community members should be encouraged to acknowledge individual and 
organizational contributions on a personal level. If knowledge culled from 
the knowledgebase is useful to an individual’s work, that individual should 
reach out to the contributor and personally acknowledge the contribution. 
It doesn’t need to be formal – a simple phone call or email expressing 
appreciation could suffice. 

May 2001 Sustaining Communities 5 page 83 



CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

Peer nomination 
for rewards can be 
especially valued 

Blow your own 
horn 

Engineer personal 
acknowledgements 
from senior 
leadership 

Look to industry 
for examples 

Not invented here 
but I did it 
anyway! 

To quote the DoN KCO Toolkit, “People, if properly motivated and 
encouraged, will freely contribute if they know they are truly adding value 
to the Enterprise. Peer nomination for rewards can be especially valued. 
An example might be a team of individuals contributing lessons learned on 
a particular assignment to the knowledgebase. A second team utilizes these 
lessons on a similar assignment, resulting in improved decision-making 
capability and improved results. They nominate the first team for some 
kind of reward and recognition based on these results.”26 

The Community Leader and Core Group should continuously promote and 
publicize individual and community contributions to organizational goals. 
Contributors could be recognized in newsletters, web sites, staff meetings, 
luncheons, etc. Consider hosting or participating in knowledge fairs to 
“show off” your successes. 

Another mechanism for community leadership to recognize contributors is 
to inform senior leadership of success stories. The information should be 
accompanied with a request for a personal note of appreciation from senior 
leadership to individuals and/or communities commending their work and 
acknowledging how their contribution has contributed to the bottom line. 

Incorporate knowledge management expectations into formal performance 
evaluations and incentive compensation systems. For example, Ernst & 
Young evaluates its consultants along several dimensions, one of which is 
“their contribution to and utilization of the knowledge asset of the firm.”27 

At Bain [consulting firm], the partners are evaluated each year on a variety 
of dimensions, including how much direct help they have given colleagues. 
The degree of high-quality person-to-person dialogue a partner has had 
with others can account for as much as one-quarter of his or her annual 
compensation.”28 

Create a new award that promotes desired behaviors. For example, “Texas 
Instruments created the NIHBIDIA Award: Not Invented Here But I Did It 
Anyway. Starting in 1996, TI’s annual Best Practices celebration and 
Sharing Day (where all the Best Practice teams staff booths to publicize 
and answer questions about their practices) culminates in an award 
ceremony for those organizations that have most successfully shared best 
practices and knowledge – and produced great results. The organizations 
involved (and sometimes there are more than two involved) receive an 
award from the senior executives at TI for collaborating on the exchange of 

26 DoN KCO Toolkit, OPAREA III, OpsCenter Bravo, Version 1a.

27 Morten T. Hansen, Nitin Nohria, and Thomas Tierney, “What’s Your Strategy for Managing Knowledge?” p. 13, 

Harvard Business Review, March-April 1999:No. X99206.

28 ibid., p. 13
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best practices. This is a highly prestigious award in TI, because it 
reinforces both the process and the results. Rewards and recognition may 
be healthy and useful in the early stages of building enthusiasm for 
transfer. However, in the long run and for a sustainable effort, employees 
have to find the work itself rewarding.”29 

Key Task 4: 
Spark New 
Knowledge 
Creation and 
Sharing 

If only we knew 
what we know 

Look outside for 
innovations 

Don’t just 
stockpile new 
knowledge in a 
database 

Get to work and 
start talking 

Members should be continuously polled to identify new areas of interest or 
challenge. As needs evolve, the Core Group should seek interesting ways 
to bring knowledge to the community. Be creative – reach outside the 
organization for relevant seminars, training opportunities, tours and site 
visits to relevant industry and government operations, and guest speakers. 

Consider sponsoring cross-community forums to gain additional insights. 
Understanding the purpose and inventory of knowledge assets owned by 
other communities could essentially expand your community’s 
knowledgebase. 

In most professional disciplines, there is a plethora of relevant publications, 
web sites, associations, etc. Who has time to read all of the available 
information? Perhaps your community would be interested in assigning 
members to scan specific information sources on a routine basis and cull 
interesting knowledge nuggets for the benefit of the entire community. If 
available, don’t forget to use the Corporate KM Infomediary who can scan 
across knowledgebases to identify potentially relevant information. 

To counter the “if I build it, they will come” mentality, consider other 
vehicles to “push” knowledge gains throughout NAVSEA. As best 
practices are identified, have them written up by “professional writers, and 
have them embedded in all kinds of places…in training programs, possibly 
in policies and procedures, …in as many different dimensions of the 
organization as possible.”30 

Try to create informal settings for member interactions. For example, 
coordinate Bring Your Own Lunch (BYOL) sessions. Simply put, a BYOL 
means you get together over lunch, typically in a meeting room. Since 
everyone has to eat anyway, it takes little time away from busy schedules, 
members can come and go as they please, and prospective members can 
visit and check out the group, etc. 

The emphasis is open dialogue – informal, agenda- less weekly meetings 
with no pressure to come to resolution. Attendees can get input on any 

29 Carla O’Dell and C. Jackson Grayson, If Only We Knew What We Know: Identification and Transfer of Internal 

Best Practices, pg. 169, California Management Review, vol. 40, Number 3, Spring 1998:CMR114.

30 “Do We Know How to Do That? Understanding Knowledge Management,” Harvard Management Update, 

February 1999:No. U9902A.


May 2001 Sustaining Communities 5 page 85 



CoP Practitioner’s Guide version 1.0a 

topic. The only structure is the time and place. 

Your community may decide to adopt this easy approach to informal 
networking and knowledge sharing. If so, have the community select a 
regular BYOL (bring your own lunch) day and time, e.g., every other 
Wednesday at noon. To foster the process, the Core Group or the 
Community Leader should find a room that can always be used for BYOL 
day. Until the forum becomes habit, the Leader should personally invite 
members and prospective members to drop in on a regular basis. 

METHODS AND DoN KCO Toolkit

RESOURCES 1001 Ways to Reward Employees 31


TOOLS • Community of Practice Regular Progress Checklist 
• Community Member Satisfaction Survey 

31 Nelson, Bob. “1001 Ways to Reward Employees”, Workman Publishing Company, 1994. 
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Community of Practice 
Regular Progress Checklist 

1. Has the community revisited its purpose – is the purpose still compelling to leadership, active 
and prospective members, and their functional managers? Is the common purpose aligned with 
the Command/Enterprise strategy? 

2. Is the community in agreement on the top priority knowledge needs to tackle? 

3. Has the community assessed its performance against its success criteria? 

4. Are the Functional Sponsor and senior leadership kept abreast of community progress and 
issues? 

5. Are Core Group members and the Community Leader strong, content experts, enthusiastic, and 
able to sustain the community? 

6. Do members’ functional managers agree that “time away from the job” is valuable? 

7. Do we have the right content experts to provide perspective and meaning in our membership? 

8. Is there a shared space and context for dialogue, advice, and work? 

9. Do we have enough members to keep the community alive? 

10. How are attendance trends? 

11. Are collaborative tools, e.g., discussion threads or a web site, in place? Are members “set” to 
use them? 

12. What are usage trends for collaborative work tools? 

13. Are needed resources, e.g., meeting rooms, VTC, participation in conferences, travel dollars, 
conference fees, etc., available? 

14. Has a process been established for creating, organizing, publishing, storing, and sharing 
knowledge? Are common templates in place? Is there a process for distributing explicit 
knowledge and alerting others that it is available? 

15. Can bottom line improvements (cycle time, customer service, TOC reduction) be demonstrated? 
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Community Member Satisfaction Survey 

Community name: 
Yes No 

Is there a common purpose that galvanizes community members to 
contribute to the knowledgebase? 
Are you likely to recommend the community to your professional 
colleagues? 
Does your manager recognize and value your involvement in the 
community? 

Are community activities part of your job? 

Is there an acknowledged member base? 

Does the community share a mutual understanding of its identity? 

Does the community sustain a common methodology, process, and 
language? 

Does the community scan external sources for new ideas and innovations? 

Is the community free of the “not invented here” syndrome? 

Rating 
5 4 3 2 1 

Technology is leveraged to support collaboration. 

The community serves as a reliable source for workable solutions 
and/or best practices. 

Needed information is quickly accessed and easy to apply. 

Community members enjoy open channels of communication. 

Community participation contributes to your individual success. 

Members enjoy continuous learning. 

Resources and effort are invested in developing a supporting 
infrastructure for the community. 

The community quickly mobilizes for ad hoc discussions. 

Ranking: 5 = exceeds expectations, 1 = does not meet expectations 

• What do you like best about the community? 
• What do you like least about the community? 
• How would you improve the community? 
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